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Setting the Tone: Fluid Hierarchies in Contemporary Georgian Polyphony. 
Marina Kaganova 
Vocal polyphonic music, as one of Georgia’s primary cultural exports that has been gaining 
popularity in the world, plays a big part in the effort of creating a marketable Georgian 
identity – an effort tied to the Georgian state’s desire to join the EU and get away from its 
Soviet past. 
Whether state-sponsored or private, a number of institutions have risen to 
prominence in recent years, all proclaiming to be dedicated to the preservation and 
popularization of Georgian folklore. While their contribution to these missions is extensive, 
their policies and practices often carry an eerie resemblance to the Soviet attempts at 
selective promotion of indigenous cultures. By the very nature of their structure, these 
institutions impose a particular idea of power and hierarchy: wherein a few select people 
control the distribution of finances, information, and other resources, performers adhere to 
dress codes, and ensembles have centralized leadership. My argument in this work is that 
this idea of power and hierarchy is at odds with the practice of Georgian polyphonic 
singing, which involves (usually) three distinct voices coming together, without designating 
a “chief” or “main” one among them. Rather, the singers trade off taking the lead, with 
endless opportunities for melodic and textual improvisation, and the songs in question are 
not possible if all the voices are not present. 
Through a close analysis of ethnographic data from the provinces of Guria and 
Svaneti in Western Georgia, this project explores how power, preservation, and death — 
both semiotic and literal — coincide, intersect, and diverge in the Georgian folk singing 
communities. I approach the tradition as a dynamic habit, with its practitioners as 
participants in a continuous process, which can only die if performance reaches the 
“perfect” form, so often exulted by the very institutions that vow to keep it alive. 
My discussion of the singing practice in this dissertation poses broader questions 
within the disciplines of anthropology and ethnomusicology, such as: how does the growing 
popularity of a musical practice shape the worldwide discourse and local policies around 
it? What happens when rigid institutional power structures are imposed onto a tradition 
that is pre-disposed against them? And what options and choices do the practitioners of this 
tradition have when it comes to maintaining their commitment to it?  
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A Short List of Georgian Singing Terms 
Alilo: Christmas carol/the act of Christmas caroling 
bani: third voice/bass 
galoba: chanting (liturgical); sagalobeli: a chant 
gamqivani: similar to k’rimanch’uli, but the voice does not actually “break” (i.e. does not 
go from falsetto to chest voice) so much as maintain a high pitch with alternating rhythmic 
patterns. 
k’rimanch’uli: most closely, a yodel; a rhythmic, often syncopated (and often 
improvised) pattern of breaking the voice through rapidly alternating falsetto (in men; head 
voice for women) & chest voice, usually in fifths, often going down a third below the break. 
meore: second/middle voice 
mobruneba: a “turn” of a song before a repeat 
mukhli: Verse of a song or lyric text  
Naduri: a type of field-working song that often has 4 distinct voice parts, usually with 
k’rimanch’uli/gamqivani. 
pirveli (khma): first/top voice (khma = voice) 
shemkhmobari: high drone 
simghera: song 




This project is a result of more than anything else, coincidence, faith, and 
comraderie. Starting with my friend Adam Apuzzo, without whom I would have never 
gone to Anthology Film Archives in July 2010 to see Parajanov’s The Color of Pomegranates, 
gotten interested in the Caucasus, followed every lead I had, and sold my car in exchange 
for some plane tickets to Georgia, and ending with Leo, my partner and companion, who 
has been by my side over the last few months of writing, calmly and kindly encouraging me 
no matter how stuck I was and how unraveled, I have been so fortunate to have been 
surrounded by people who challenge and inspire me in all aspects of my existence.  
I could never have imagined that I would sing Georgian music, let alone, sing it 
with actual Georgians while speaking actual Georgian, had it not been for Carl Linich, and 
his warm response to a completely out-of-the-blue email I had sent him in 2011, asking if I 
could sit in on a rehearsal of a Georgian choir. I am honored to call Carl a friend, and I 
am grateful to him for believing in me and introducing me to this strange, crazy, fascinating 
world of music.  
. I am honored to have had remarkable teachers, mentors, and humans guide me 
through this degree at Columbia. I have learned so much from you, and I know I will 
always be learning from you. In particular, I am grateful to Val Daniel, my advisor, whose 
brilliant mind inspired me immediately upon walking into his Semeiotics seminar. After all 
these years of working together, I am still continuously surprised by the directions of his 
thoughts, and his ability to bring things together in the most elegant and unexpected ways. 
And I will never forget his generosity when he opened the doors to his apartment to eight 
vii 
touring Georgian musicians and doted on them for a week as if they had been his own 
family.  
In Georgia, the members of Adilei, my beqeebi have become my family, nine brothers 
I never thought I’d have. I cannot imagine my life without them now, and I cannot be 
grateful enough for all their help, their honesty, and their undying humor, not to mention 
their talent, which compelled me to seek them out in the first place, and still constantly 
blows me away. I did not only acquire nine brothers in Georgia, but a grandfather as well: 
it is a real honor to be called family by the great Gurian songmaster Tristan Sikharulidze, 
champion of card games, and giver of nettle bouquets. The entire Sikharulidze family, 
especially Tristan’s grandson Levan, whom I have watched grow into a sharp young man, 
constantly on a quest to challenge himself, has always made me feel welcome in their home, 
and my friendship with them has meant a lot to me as a person, and as a scholar. The 
Gordeladze family as well, has always treated me like a relative, and Damiane’s friendship, 
patience, and amazing musical mind were crucial to my survival when I first arrived in 
Georgia for my fieldwork. And of course, I am forever grateful to the Chamgeliani and 
Turmanidze families for their tenacity, hospitality, and continuous support. Thank you for 
such excellent company, and for always keeping your doors open for me! I am also so 
thankful to all others who have hosted me and helped me along the way, including the 
Pilpani family, Shota Gegidze, Ushangi Dvalishvili, and especially, Dato Chkartishvili, who 
is a real mensch, in every sense of that word. I am also incredibly fortunate to be able to 
call Dato Shughliashvili of Anchiskhati Choir a good friend. He has been a mentor and 
guardian angel for me for all these years. And Nathan, my “oldest” friend, how fitting that 
it was in Georgia, that we met 25 years after our first encounter! Thank you, for our Tbilisi 
home, and for a friendly ear, and for the “Mshieri Blues.”  
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My amazing ladies, Zoe, Nata, Teo, Maria, and Mako: I would have never made 
it this far without you. It is impossible to enumerate the things you have done for me, and 
the kind of support you have given me. My first months in Georgia would have been 
miserable without the endless hours of deep conversations with Zoe, my first job in food 
service as a temporary emergency cook at her bar, the first moment when I realized I had 
spent an entire day speaking only Georgian… Likewise, Nata, the ultimate badass, gave 
me the space and power to find confidence in a new country, new language.  Where would 
I be now without Teo, my travel buddy and the most hard-working scholar in Georgia, 
and Mako, who I thought was so cool that she’d never look at me, and Maria, the girl with 
the sweetest voice, which is still not as sweet as her heart.  
I have to thank Nino Razmadze for her drive, and all the opportunities she provided 
me with, and her friendship through the years, despite a schedule that seems to leave no 
time for even an extra word. A special thanks goes to the Tbilisi State Conservatory and 
the Center for the Research of Polyphonic Music for opening their doors to me.  
My colleagues in Georgian music-related research, Matthew Knight, Brian Fairley, 
Caroline Bithell, Andrea Kuzmich, and Lauren Ninoshvili—I could not have wished for 
better company! Your work is beautiful and rare, and it makes me more than happy to 
know how supportive of a group I am lucky to be a part of. My scholarly family in New 
York: Vaiva, the gremlin goddess that you are, and Brian Dolphin, my favorite large 
aquatic mammal. I am the first to finish, but I was the first to start.  
And last but not least, I do not even have words to express the gratitude I feel 
towards my own family. It took so much courage to pick up and go across an ocean, and 
such incredible discipline and commitment to make my life as comfortable as it is now, and 
as relatively worry-free. And of course, Alex, who has become my family over all these 
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years, I am so grateful to you for being there through everything and always having my 
back.  
On a more formal note, I have to mention that Chapter 3 of this dissertation has 
appeared, in its earlier and different form, in Ulbandus Review, and I am grateful to 
Bradley Gorski for selecting it for publication. Likewise, I am grateful to the International 
Center for the Research of Traditional Polyphony at the Tbilisi State Conservatoire for all 
the support I have received from its staff. I must also thank the Museum of Musical 
Instruments, the State Folklore Center of Georgia, and The Georgian Chanting 
Foundation for giving me the opportunity to attend so many events and meet so many 
interesting people during my time in Georgia. 
I am also incredibly grateful to the Decaneas Archive for granting me permission 
to use several of the Vittorio Sella images in their possession. 
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Introduction 
The Doughnut of History// The Pasta Language // A Brief Background Overview // Chapter Outline 
// Two Words 
I. The Doughnut of History
In February 2013, I attended a Georgian Cultural Evening at Columbia University. 
The event involved performances of traditional and contemporary Georgian music and 
dance, and the attendees were provided with a generous selection of Georgian foods, all 
free of charge. Before the performers took the stage, however, an elderly non-Georgian 
man was invited to say a few words. I had arrived late, and therefore did not manage to 
catch his name, nor his relationship to Georgia, but I do remember quite clearly what he 
said. After a few quips about all the men in the audience having “kindjals”1 in their 
possession, “Georgia,” he said, “is the hole in the doughnut of history.” “Where does it 
come from,” he continued, “and what do we know?”  
 I shall not dwell on the many issues one could have with the history-as-a-doughnut 
metaphor, nor with the implications of calling a country a “hole” in a doughnut, or any 
other pastry; suffice it to say that Georgian doughnuts, ponchiki (a Russian export) do not 
have holes. The question that came to my mind was whether it would have been 
appropriate for the speaker to say this at a cultural event dedicated to a decidedly European 
nation?  One would presume not. Yet, nobody seemed to mind, because the actual words 
themselves were less important than the fact that an American (or perhaps he was a Briton) 
1 khandjali: a double-edged dagger, a traditional weapon throughout the Caucasus 
2 
was speaking about Georgia and recognizing its cultural and historical uniqueness, however 
clumsily.  
 Though the doughnut metaphor was certainly an invention of the speaker, the 
general gist of the sentiment is one I had heard before: how do we place Georgia in our 
understanding of the world? Where does it belong? And what about the language?  
 Georgia is often referred to as being “at a crossroads” (Ninoshvili 2010, Bithell 
2014, BBC 2019), both geographically speaking, because of its position between Europe 
and Asia, and as a post-socialist republic caught between its Soviet past and a present that 
is characterized by both a strong push towards EU-focused Westernization and a return of 
pre-Soviet traditionalism and religion. It is this position of in-betweenness and liminality 
that renders Georgia a curiosity for the Western scholar and tourist alike.2 And when it 
comes to cultural artifacts, such as Georgian polyphonic singing, for example, the thrill is 
in the hybridity of its familiar strangeness and its strange familiarity. It is an echo of Freud’s 
uncanny: uncanny precisely because it is familiar, recognizable, yet not exactly the same – 
a mannequin, an automaton, a double, an interval that is so close to one we know, but just 
far enough to turn eerie. While the fifth in Georgian music is most usually a perfect fifth—
a common Western interval easily played on a piano—a Georgian third, on the other hand, 
when sung or played in k’ilo—that is, in Georgian, non-tempered tuning—is neither major 
nor minor, but rather somewhere in between, making many a first-time listener question, 
for a moment, if what they are hearing is simply off-key. For the lack of a better term, or 
2 The term “liminality” comes to us from Victor Turner. “The attributes of liminality or of liminal 
personae ("threshold people") are necessarily ambiguous,” he wrote, “since this condition and these 
persons elude or slip through the network of classifications that normally locate states and positions 
in cultural space. Liminal entities are neither here nor there; they are betwixt and between the 
positions assigned and arrayed by law, custom, convention, and ceremonial” (1969:95) 
3 
way to describe what they are hearing, many newly initiated practitioners often describe 
the harmonies as “crunchy”.  
 When I first traveled to Georgia in November 2010, just for a few days and on 
somewhat of a whim, I recall wandering through the streets with my travel companion, 
surrounded by a language neither of us could even guess at, in search of “folk music”. We 
never really found any, as the people we had encountered were not connected with the folk 
music world, and the suggestions we did receive always led us to amplified, synthesizer-
heavy sounds,3 and not at all to the a cappella polyphony we had been looking for. We felt 
as if we were close to something we could never quite reach. We knew the sound was out 
there, but being decidedly bad at planning at that particular point in our lives, and relying 
heavily on our unjustifiably strong faith in serendipity, we failed to locate this coveted aspect 
of local culture. After ten days, we went home empty-handed.  
I returned to Georgia in 2012. In the year and a half that had passed between my 
first trip and my second, I had found and joined a Georgian choir in New York City, the 
existence of which was surprising enough, and shyly began my foray into the world of 
foreigners trying to sing Georgian polyphony. Georgian music also became the focus of my 
research. I should correct myself here, because terms like “sound” (khma), “voice” (also 
khma),4 and “song” (simghera) are more useful for my purposes than “music,” because they 
3 A lot of these “synthesizer-heavy” pieces certainly deserve attention in their own right. The 
project Mountains of Tongues (helmed by Ben Wheeler, Stefan Williamson Fa and Bulat 
Khalilov) and its partner publication Caucasus All Frequency, have done a lot to explore the wide 
variety of music all throughout the Caucasus, including folk music in its traditional and less 
traditional iterations, as well as contemporary and experimental musics.  
4 The fact that Georgians use the same word for “sound” and “voice” will be discussed in more 
detail later in Chapter 1. 
4 
apply more directly to the singing practice, which is the topic of this dissertation. These 
terms also reference particular elements or combinations of elements, sound being the 
smallest unit of speech, song, instrumental performance, and so on.  
Though Georgia is a very small country, it is home to a great variety of musical 
dialects and practices, which correspond to the geographical divisions of the country. 
Though ethnic Georgians do comprise the vast majority of the population, Georgia is, and 
has been for hundreds of years, home to Armenian (primarily settled in the Samtskhe-
Javakheti region), Kist (in the Pankisi Gorge),5 Azeri (in Marneuli), and other minorities, 
and their musical traditions.  
The regions of Abkhazia and South Ossetia are two areas under Russian control. 
Following the break-up of the Soviet Union, Abkhazia and South Ossetia pursued 
independence, though the majority of Georgians see these lands as inalienable parts of 
Georgia proper. The histories of these regions and their relationships with Georgia and the 
Soviet Union is complicated and often bloody, with the trauma of the civil war that 
consumed Georgia in the mid-1990s still palpable even in everyday conversations. Both 
regions have their own languages, neither of which is related to Georgian, and while South 
Ossetia is largely Orthodox Christian, with a sizable Muslim minority, Abkhazia is, and 
has been for quite some time, a predominantly Muslim region. Almost none of my 
interlocutors have ever expressed any doubts or qualms regarding Abkhazia and South 
Ossetia’s belonging to Georgia; I have often been told that I was out of line if I questioned 
5 The Kists are ethnic Chechens who have been living in Georgia’s Pankisi gorge in the Kakheti 
province since the 1830’s. The region has had a reputation of a “dangerous” place, more so than 
ever in the years following Russia’s wars with Chechnya; this reputation has only begun to change 
in the past few decades. See Paul Manning’s 2010 piece, “Folklore and terror in Georgia’s 
“notorious” Pankisi Gorge: the ethnography of state violence at themargins of the nation”. 
5 
this stance.6 
 In this work, I devote my closest attention to the two regions where I conducted 
the bulk of my fieldwork: Guria and Svaneti, both located in Western Georgia. In my two 
years of continuous, and six years of intermittent fieldwork, I spent my time in various 
singing communities throughout Guria, Svaneti, and a few other regions (most notably 
Ach’ara, which borders Guria), as well as in Tbilisi (Georgia’s capital), where large numbers 
of people from the regions, and thus quite a few singers, have either permanently or semi-
permanently relocated. I dedicated my time in the field to examining the challenges faced 
by the contemporary practitioners of traditional polyphony, but also their successes, 
inventions, developments, and the many ways they manage to navigate their current 
environments. 
In this dissertation I aim to investigate how Georgia’s geography, as well its historical 
and social trajectories, both reflect and are reflected in the development of  its 
contemporary polyphonic singing practices. I suggest that these singing practices not only 
constitute a locus for collective expression, but are also governed by a fluid hierarchical 
structure, which is largely absent in other aspects of  Georgian social and political life. This 
fluidity, however, is at stake, as state and private institutions take over the revival, 
preservation, and transmission of  these practices, and impose their own hierarchies onto 
the singers and their practices. At the same time, globalization and with it, popularization 
of  vocal traditions, such as Georgian polyphonic singing, and the involvement and support 
6 In this dissertation, I do not focus on these regions and the conflicts around them: not because I 
deny the importance, but rather, because many scholars before me (Broers 2008, 2014; Berglund 
2010, Blauvelt 2014) have written on the state policies, and post-war ethnic relationships that 
have been playing out in these regions from the time of the Soviet regime’s takeover and after its 
fall. 
6 
of UNESCO’s World Heritage program, bring in a different set of practitioners and 
audiences, who have become an integral part of the transmission and presentation of the 
tradition. Through my analysis of the ethnographic material in this dissertation, I seek to 
examine the tensions that arise between the cultural policies advocated through rigid 
institutional structures, the demands of the global cultural market, and the fluid interplay 
between the voices in the moment of song. How are the singers able to resolve these 
tensions? And how does the musical practice change through and because of  them?   
The relationship between sound structure and social structure has long been an 
important topic in ethnomusicology, one closely associated with Alan Lomax, who wrote 
that “a culture’s favored song style reflects and reinforces the kind of behaviour essential to 
its main subsistence efforts and to its central and controlling social institutions” (1968: 133). 
Steven Feld’s seminal essay “Sound Structure as Social Structure” complicated 
and challenged Lomax’s claims, based on Feld’s ethnographic research of the Kaluli 
people. “It is difficult and confusing,” wrote Feld, 
only to argue from objectified social structures to musical structures; the 
result is a net of reifications. Everything that is socially significant and 
institutionally real for Kaluli is not necessarily represented in musical order, 
occasions, or resources. One cannot directly predict the shape of the Kaluli 
musical system, singing style, or performance organization from their mode 
of production and techno-economic complexities.” (1984: 404) 
And indeed, it is difficult and confusing, in the case of  Georgian polyphonic singing 
too, because while the singing practices themselves are deeply social, they do not map so 
neatly onto the structures and dynamics of  the society at large. Following Feld’s work, a 
number of  scholars, such as Theodore Levin (1996a), Thomas Turino (2008), Georgina 
Born (Born, Lewis, and Straw 2017), and Ana Hofman (2020) have expanded on the topic, 
further exploring the intricate dynamics and relationships between sound and the social 
7 
and the different ways in which they connect and inform each other.7 
As we will see throughout this dissertation, in the case of  Georgian polyphonic 
singing, the social structures are, in fact, often circumvented through song, and an 
arrangement of  relationships occurs within the moment of  song that is different than those 
outside of  it.  
Fig. I.1 The Regions of Georgia 
7 Levin’s One Hundred Thousand Fools of God looks at “the way musical life reflects the often fluid 
boundaries and identies that both divide and unite the various social groups” in Transoxsania 
(1996a: XIII), while Thomas Turino (2008) uses a Peircean semiotic approach, especially when it 
comes to the concept of  habit, to link different modes of  music-making to different social 
formations. Georgina Born’s (2017) work looks into the concept of  “social aesethetics” and why “a 
given set of objects or experiences [...] is judged to be valuable, or its value contested, by some 
social group or other, or is taken to be the entangled locus of social-aesthetic experience". And, 
perhaps, closest to my own line of inquiry, both geographically, and thematically, is Ana 
Hofman’s work (2020) wherein she explores how choirs in former Yugoslavia articulate political 
positions through what she calls “radical amateurism”. 
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II. The “Pasta” Language
There is a joke that Georgians often tell foreigners who find themselves stumped 
and disoriented by the Georgian alphabet and language. It goes something like this. When 
Mesrop Mashtots invented the Armenian alphabet, the Georgians came to him and asked 
him to invent a Georgian alphabet too. But he was already very tired, so, he took his bowl 
of pasta, flipped it over, and from there came the Georgian alphabet. As silly a joke as it 
may sound, it does convey a message that there are many things in the Georgian language 
and its alphabet about which there is no real consensus.   
The Georgian language belongs to the Kartvelian language family, which to date 
has not been linked to any other language family in existence. Though Georgian is the 
official language of the country and is spoken by the vast majority of the population, the 
other languages in the Kartvelian language family, Megrelian, Laz, and Svan are also 
spoken in particular provinces. Laz is spoken in what is now northeastern Turkey. It is 
mutually intelligible with Megrelian, which is spoken in Samegrelo, a region in Western 
Georgia with access to the Black Sea.  Laz and Megrelian are frequently treated as dialects 
of the same language (Ninoshvili 2010) and referred to as Megrelian-Laz. Though 
linguistically closer to Georgian than Svan, which is spoken in Svaneti, in the mountainous 
northwest, Megrelian-Laz is not mutually intelligible with Georgian. According to my Svan 
interlocutors, the general consensus is that Svan, which has fewer similarities with either 
Megrelian-Laz or Georgian than the former two have between each other, must have 
branched off from the common Old Georgian source language some thousand years ago, 
and developed independently. Native speakers of both Megrelian-Laz and Svan, as a rule, 
are fluent in Georgian as well. 
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The modern-day mkhedruli alphabet contains thirty-three letters, each representing 
a separate phoneme.8 There are no diphthongs in modern Georgian, and each vowel 
necessitates its own syllable. There is no capitalization in written Georgian, although in this 
text I have capitalized proper nouns following English conventions.  
Georgian is not a gendered language, not only when it comes to nouns, as is the 
case in English, for example, but also as it relates to pronouns (the same words is, es, aman, 
and several others may all be used for he, she, or it, depending on proximity to the speaker 
and/or the grammatical case). Needless to say, when switching to other languages, 
Georgians often find the gender aspect particularly irritating. In recent years, as women’s 
rights have become a more and more prominent topic in Georgia, I have heard countless 
references to the Georgian language9 as the ultimate token of the true progressiveness of 
8 The Mkhedruli alphabet is the most commonly used, secular form of writing. There are currently 
three parallel writing systems: Mrgvlovani, Nuskhuri and Mkhedruli. Mrgvlovani (the earliest alphabet) 
and Nushkuri (which developed from it) are used primarily by the church, and craftspeople (such as 
icon-painters), who create objects for the church. The “living culture of three writing systems” of 
Georgia has been inscribed in the UNESCO Intangible Heritage list in 2016. (For reference, see: 
https://ich.unesco.org/en/RL/living-culture-of-three-writing-systems-of-the-georgian-alphabet-
01205) 
9 The other frequently brought-up argument is the fact that the Queen Tamar (1160-1213), one of 
the most revered and powerful rulers in Georgian history, was a woman, and was actually referred 
to as King Tamar (Tamar-Mepe).  On one occasion, when an interlocutor half-jokingly cited this 
claim during a casual discussion, I presented a counter-argument that the point (that women could 
achieve real prominence and utmost respect) is made moot precisely by the use of the normally 
male title as a way of indicating that a woman has to relinquish being a woman in order to be 
respected by men, or that the highest honor for a woman is to be treated like a man or referred to 
with a male title. Yet, my interlocutor remained unfazed: the language, he said, has no gender, and 
the word “king”– mepe– is not specifically gendered  (the word for queen – dedopali, however, contains 
the root of the Georgian word for mother: deda, and it would be hard to argue that it lacks a gender-
marker. Interestingly enough in Svaneti, where Queen/King Tamar was rumored to have had a 
summer residence, the song dedicated to her is called Tamar Dedpäl, the Svan version of dedopali). 
The debate went on for some time after, but neither side was convinced by the other: whether or 
not one accepts the logic of my interlocutor, the important takeaway is that in these conversations, 
the gender neutrality of the language is almost always brought up as a synecdoche for the people 
that speak it, which is, unfortunately, not the case in real life.  On some (rare) occasions, however, 
I have also heard the language argument used as a way of shaming people for not living up to the 
standards of their own mother tongue. 
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the Georgian people. 
When transliterating, I use the system first introduced to me by Carl Linich, which 
he uses for teaching Georgian songs to foreigners. It is a common enough system, and other 
scholars (Ninoshvili 2010, 2012; Fairley 2017) have used a similar one in recent years. To 
preserve and illustrate the difference in pronunciation between aspirant and non-aspirant 
consonants, I use apostrophes to delineate the non-aspirants, of which there are five. I have, 
however, omitted this use of the apostrophe when writing people’s names, as is usually the 
practice among Georgians themselves.  
Fig I.2 Transliteration Table 
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III. Background Information
As I have already mentioned, I focus mostly on two particular Georgian provinces: 
Svaneti and Guria. Since Georgia has not always existed as a unified state, the two regions 
have their own independent histories and trajectories that are particular to the modes of 
government and belief systems throughout their historical development. For the sake of 
clarity, I will provide brief sketches of both places, which will be expanded upon throughout 
the dissertation. There are, however, two establishments that have had a ubiquitous 
presence throughout Georgia: the Georgian Orthodox Church, and the Soviet Union. 
Though one might be tempted to put the two into separate categories of “church” and 
“state” we must resist the temptation, since the two entities have always been connected, 
either by virtue of a lack of separation, or the overt suppression and replacement of one by 
the other. Hence, after brief sketches of my field sites, I have included an equally brief 
overview of the roles of these institutions in the contemporary historical context, with an 
emphasis on musical practice. 
1. Svaneti
 Nestled high in the mountains close to the Russian border, Svaneti has always been 
notoriously hard to access (Tuite 2007), and thus often served as a repository for various 
heirlooms and religious artifacts when Georgia was in danger (Chamgeliani 2018). 
Historically, the main governing body of Svaneti was a council of community elders. The 
title—makhshvi—was not passed down, but rather the elders were elected to act as conflict 
mediators and decision-makers for their communities. Svan housing complexes would 
usually include a tower, and each family (or more accurately, clan) had its own tower where 
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they would hide in times of unrest or during blood feuds. The towers also served as a means 
of protection against outside invasions. When talking about their towers, Svans rarely fail 
to mention that the binding agent used in their construction was often egg.  
Due to the particularities of its location, Svaneti presented difficulties for invaders 
and was also able to maintain a high level of commitment to self-governance. Even when 
incorporated into larger entities, be it Georgia proper, the Russian Empire, or the Soviet 
Union, Svan law was respected above any other (Lomsadze 2019). Blood feuds were 
common, but could be mediated by the makhshvi, who would designate appropriate 
reparations and end the cycle of vengeance. These modes of governance are reminiscent 
of many others all around the world. Even in Clifford Geertz’s famous “Thick Description” 
essay, the characters in the early twentieth-century Moroccan countryside are bound by a 
similar sort of traditional law and negotiate reparations amongst themselves, only to be 
thwarted by the French colonizers who fail to understand its potency. As I will discuss in 
later chapters, Soviet efforts to bring order to Svaneti were not especially effective and 
mainly afforded the region a reputation as a strange, backwards, poverty-ridden land full 
of strange pagan customs.  
Because of this history of remoteness and independence, recent tourism-centric 
policies prevalent throughout Georgia have been amplified in Svaneti. Former president 
Mikheil Saakashvili saw the region as a potential goldmine with respect to tourism and 
undertook extensive efforts to turn Svaneti into a “Switzerland of the Caucasus” (Corso 
2010). Saakashvili’s government also came down on crime and corruption in the region, as 
it had done all throughout Georgia, and feuding practices alongside other expressions of 
self-government were driven out. Quite a few people were jailed, and the region overall got 
de-weaponized and “cleaned up” (civil.ge 2011). Svaneti had to become safe and peaceful 
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enough for travelers from abroad to feel welcome and secure, and once locals perceived 
the potential profitability of tourism, many grew supportive of these measures. Since the 
inclusion of the village of Ushguli on the UNESCO World Heritage list in 1996,10 and 
moreso since Saakashvili’s efforts the region has seen a proliferation of hotels and 
guesthouses, and subsequent influx of tourists from around the world. This influx has been 
largely facilitated by the building of a new road from Zugdidi (the closest large city), as well 
as the construction of a new airport on the outskirts of Mestia (Svaneti’s capital) and the 
launch of almost daily flights to and from Tbilisi and Kutaisi. These flights have remained 
affordable and allow one to get to Mestia from Tbilisi in about 2 hours, including travel to 
and from the airports, as compared to an eight-hour drive. 
2. Guria
Mival guriashi mara, sulma tsin ts’in geip’ara.  
Mivdie da ar dabrunda, arts miigho krtamad para. 
erti chemi saq’vareli, am kveq’anas mrchebi mara 
Adrianad geakhlebi, ar dagt’ireb ara ara. 
I am going to Guria but my soul has stolen away from me, 
I went after it but it would not return—it couldn’t even be bribed. 
My one and only love, you remain in this world, 
But I shall return soon—I shall not forsake you, no, no!  [trans. Carl Linich]11 
The province of Guria presents a rather stark contrast to Svaneti in terms of its 
current development, yet one can identify some similarities in the histories of the two 
regions, especially with respect to a certain commitment to self-governance: for many years 
10 In recent months, however, there has been talk that UNESCO may well remove Ushguli from 
the list, due to neglect (Applis 2020).  
11 Mival Guriashi is a title of a popular folk song, with many variants. The title translates as “I am 
going to Guria”. Some variants of this song were actually deliberately composed in the 20th century. 
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after its official 1810 incorporation into tsarist Russia, Guria managed to find a way to exist 
as an independent republic. At the turn of the twentieth century, “Gurian peasants, in 
contrast to their less effective Russian brethren,” writes Stephen F. Jones, “established a 
system of self- government which excluded the tsarist authorities from the region for over 
two years” (1989: 405). Among the many factors at play, a notable one is the high level of 
literacy and education, even among the rural population (413). The present moment, 
however, presents quite a different picture. The general dilapidated state of the 
infrastructure of the region has resulted in people leaving Guria for the capital, where 
nearly half of Georgia’s population resides.  
Guria is famous for an especially complicated and colorful form of the polyphonic 
folk singing widespread throughout Georgia, wherein equal attention is devoted to all voice 
parts, providing them with non-parallel lines of melody that come together at certain points 
only to diverge again. Guria is also famous for the technique of k’rimanch’uli, a rhythmic 
yodel in the top voice. Particularly extensive improvisation in all voice parts is a chief 
component of Gurian singing, rendering the songs unpredictable and difficult to learn.12 In 
recent years, prominent elderly Gurian singers, alongside some younger and newly trained 
ones, have been recruited by the local branches of the Folklore Center to teach groups of 
children from the region, in the hope of expanding the radius of knowledge of these songs 
and ensuring their preservation. A brand-new folklore center opened its doors in Ozurgeti, 
Guria’s capital city, in 2018. Despite this very direct state intervention into song 
transmission, no new infrastructure exists that would motivate people to stay and work in 
12 Improvisation is a part of all Georgian folk singing traditions, but Guria stands out because of a 
heavier emphasis on it. For this reason, Georgian performers often compare it to jazz 
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Guria and keep the songs physically there. This presents a contrast to Svaneti, wherein 
state intervention with respect to musical practice is largely indirect (i.e., the state is more 
concerned with promoting tourism in the region than installing music teachers per se), and 
the investment of resources results in an incentive for people, singers among them, to stay. 
That being said, the commodification of music and encouragement of tourism in Svaneti 
has also resulted in competition within the singing communities themselves, with certain 
families holding cultural monopolies and being rewarded and supported by institutions like 
the Folklore Center, the Georgian Chanting Foundation, and the Ministry of Culture.  
In terms of governmental involvement, Guria appears to have been all but 
forgotten. While Svaneti is marketed and re-marketed for tourism, Guria is rarely 
mentioned in guidebooks, and few hotels exist even in the capital, let alone smaller towns 
and villages. While in Svaneti many people seem to have turned their homes into at least 
part-time guesthouses, no such effort seems needed in Guria.  
Here lies an important question my project will address: what does make something 
“worth visiting” in Georgia, and how are the “attractive” characteristics determined and 
talked about, not just by the tourist agencies but by the people themselves (Bendix 2012)? I 
would argue that singing practices play an interesting and important role in these 
conversations, particularly when it comes to these two provinces. The way songs are 
approached, viewed, and described both within these communities and from the outside 
(acknowledging varying degrees of “outside”) is at the core of my effort to understand the 
larger narrative of identity construction and community building.  
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3. Church and State
Religion plays a large role in the historical development of Georgian traditional 
music. Many old folksongs are connected to a pre-Christian past that is particularly evident 
in Svan songs, but traceable elsewhere as well. After Christianity became the state religion 
in the fourth Century AD, liturgical polyphonic tradition came to exist. Though the origins 
of the liturgical tradition are not universally agreed upon, it is often suggested that its form 
is closely linked with folk songs.13 The church and state relationship in Georgia has always 
been close, with very little evidence of separation of the two structures. Georgia’s Christian-
ness also ended up separating it from most of its neighbors: barring Armenia, the rest of the 
Caucasus (north and east of Georgia), and its neighbors to both the east and the west are 
almost exclusively Muslim. Thus, Christianity is often seen and presented as a major 
constituent of Georgian-ness, even in casual conversations, and the music of the Georgian 
Christian liturgy, which is celebrated for its complexity and tuning peculiarities, plays an 
important role in this part of Georgian identity formation. Several of my interlocutors have 
also confirmed this sentiment: church chanting is an indelible part of their musical practice. 
None of the ethnic Georgians I spoke to questioned their belonging to the religion nor 
considered it much of a choice; in fact, though individual practices vary, the concept of 
religion, for most of them, was synonymous with the concept of Georgian Orthodox 
Christianity. The Church is an active participant in politics, whether through the now very 
frail, 87-year-old patriarch Ilia II, who is revered and loved by the population, with many 
families displaying photos of him alongside icons of Orthodox saints in their homes, or 
13 See Shughliashvili (2003), Gabisonia (2005, 2018), Andriadze (2014), and introductions in 
Shughliashvili (2006) and Erkvanidze (2009).  
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through members of the clergy, who most often engage with public controversy in  
relation to LGBTQ rights. One such example is the recent release of And Then We Danced, 
a film about Georgian dancers with a queer romance theme (a Swedish-French co-
production). Various church representatives vowed to block the Georgian premiere and 
later screenings of the film, and priests and laypeople alike lined up outside of movie 
theaters, trying to attack the moviegoers, accusing the director and actors of sin, and even 
physically threatening them (Demytrie 2019). 
 The devotion and celebration of the Georgian Orthodox Church in the post-Soviet 
era, however, is rooted in a deeper history of suppression. When Georgia was absorbed 
into the Russian Empire, the Russian Orthodox Church also took over the formerly 
autocephalous Georgian Orthodox church, and local chanting traditions were replaced by 
Russian-style chanting. The Georgian lands incorporated into the Russian Empire, 
consisted of several kingdoms, and the process of incorporation was lengthy and uneven.  
“The Treaty of Georgievsk, signed in 1783, placed the kingdoms of eastern 
Georgia under the protection of the Russian Empire. Most of western 
Georgia, including Lower Svaneti, was incorporated into the empire in 
1803–4. The people of Upper Svaneti, however, resisted the imposition of 
Russian rule for some time, but the princely house of western Upper Svaneti 
finally capitulated in 1833, and the rest of the province in 1853–1857” 
(Tuite 3).  
The Svans, who, as indicated, were not too eager to join Russia, unsurprisingly also held 
on to a set of religious beliefs that incorporated Orthodox Christian practices and figures 
alongside their indigenous deities.  
After the Russian Revolution of 1917, Georgia enjoyed a brief period of 
independence, but was brought under Soviet rule in 1921. Here the story is rather familiar: 
the change regarding religion was radical and immediate. As a part of this effort, many 
ancient churches in Georgia were either destroyed or repurposed, as was the case in most 
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of the USSR. Alongside the abolition of icons, closure of churches, and other such 
measures, the Soviet government also forbade the performance of most Georgian sacred 
songs.  
4. The Soviet Polyphony
The Soviet project was one of standardization all across the board: sameness stood 
for equality. In music the sameness was accessed through an emphasis on difference: 
everyone was different in just the same kinds of ways. Since the folk music performances 
were organized in a bureaucratic top-down fashion, the quota of local fare was easily 
regulated. However, the Soviet project did create paid positions for some practitioners of 
folk music who would become leaders of local village and town ensembles—something that 
barely exists in contemporary Georgia, where few are paid to direct local choirs, and even 
if they are paid, the salary is sure to be insufficient. The Soviet-era ensembles would exhibit 
their music and compete with each other.  A traditional village choir, however, would not 
normally include more than 10–15 people, if that. Most singers would sing the low part 
(bani), with just one person each on the meore (middle, or literally “second”) and p’irveli (top, 
or literally “first”) voices. (If a song required that the group split into two, as many songs 
do, then there would be one meore and one p’irveli on each side). The Soviets created 
monster ensembles, casts of thousands, all belting. Polyphony, as an inherently communal 
activity, was particularly attractive to the Soviets. As Joseph Jordania puts it, “The cultural 
policy of the former Soviet Union also provided us with a unique 70-year long mass 
experiment of creating polyphony involving over 200 million people. Aiming at forming a 
common socialist musical culture for everyone, Soviet authorities tried to bring choral 
19 
singing, harmony and polyphony to all the peoples of the Soviet Union” (2011:69). 
The Soviet rule censored and re-arranged much of the folk repertoire, and heavily 
repressed the Orthodox Church and its practices. After Georgia gained its independence, 
the Church, in turn, banned any non-traditional or composed pieces to be chanted 
during Orthodox liturgical services (Gabisonia 2017), and the older Soviet-style 
arrangements of folk songs have gone out of fashion.  
IV. Chapter Outline
 In the space of the next six chapters I will address such broad subjects as voice, 
community, globalization, heritage and tourism, all the while remaining grounded in the 
singing practices I study through my extensive participant-observation, wide-ranging 
interviews, and recordings I made in the field.  
 Chapter 1, “Between the Voice and the World”, provides an in-depth discussion 
of the concept of the voice and the role it plays in the relationship between an individual 
and community. The voice, I argue, creates a split within an individual (Connor 2000; 
Dolar 2006), a split that allows for both an internal and an external identity, and creates a 
mode of interaction, introduces one into “community.” In the space of the chapter I will 
explore different aspects of what it means to belong to a place, a community, or to 
oneself, and what role the voice—or in the case of Georgian polyphonic singing, the 
coming together of voices—plays in creating and maintaining this sense of belonging. I 
also analyze the development of the notion of “community” with reference to the 
notion of nostalgia developed by Émile Durkheim (1912 [2008]) and Max Weber 
(1905 [2002]) through their understanding of “the social,” as well as in the more 
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recent, critically revised understanding of community and its potential loss and/or 
recovery, developed by Nancy (1991), Blanchot (1988), Agamben (1993), and others.  This 
chapter also examines the concept of heritage, and more specifically, heritage production 
in the context of the UNESCO’s Intangible Heritage (IH) list and the need for 
recognition and inclusion upon which it relies. My own discussion of these signal 
concepts will remain close to the very communities I study  (primarily in Svaneti and 
Guria) that are dynamically created, held together, and at times torn apart, by and in the 
vocal polyphonic tradition as it exists now, and the extents and limits of the influences 
and pressures that persist both within and outside of these communities.  
Chapter 2, “Peace Variants,” further grounds the theoretical discussions of Chapter 
1 in ethnographic data. The main setting of this chapter—a recent folklore festival and 
competition—illustrates some of the effects of heritage policies and the involvement of state 
and private institutions in traditional practices. More specifically, the contest showcases 
recent attempts by the state to impose a more rigid hierarchical structure onto polyphonic 
song practices. This task, however, is complicated by certain attributes inherent in the 
practices themselves, such as different instances of vocal and textual improvisation, 
especially in Gurian folk songs. My discussion of improvisation in this chapter is rooted in 
C.S. Peirce’s conception of the sign and sign-action. I use these notionsI use these notions 
to analyze the potential and, one may say, even requirement for reinterpretation as a means 
of keeping the tradition alive not only as a participatory performance practice, but as a 
continuously evolving, living series of signs.  
Chapter 3, “Whose Ghosts Are These Anyway?” is situated around the funeral of 
the Svan songmaster Islam Pilpani, an event that brought together multiple communities, 
and had multiple layers of discourse occurring extemporaneously, not unlike the 
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competition discussed in Chapter 2. On one level, the funeral is a structured performance 
in a context in which its ritual significance is reinforced by the continuous singing of the 
traditional zari, a sign of how things remain the same. As a performative, however, the 
funeral garners and re-generates institutional structures of support for Islam’s son 
Vakho, while also re-cognizing him, in a dialectical manner, as the one who had 
made Svan folk music his business. Having capitalized on his father’s name, in a 
manner of speaking, Vakho was then trying to make sure his musical business ventures 
would stay afloat by paying special attention to important figures in the audience. 
Following the funeral, I transition to a broader look at Svaneti, with a focus on 
the increasing presence of tourism and development of heritage tourism in 
Svaneti, especially in the context of earlier representations, specters of past 
regimes, and inconsistencies in current policies. 
Chapter 4 continues the theme of musical tourism. In this chapter, I consider 
several examples of villages and families that have been hosting Georgian music enthusiasts 
for the past decade. The particular communities have different business models, levels of 
participation from the families involved, and ways of handling competition that have arisen 
as a result of more and more singers trying to make ends meet by organizing learning 
expeditions and teaching tourists. This chapter also brings into focus the themes of habitus 
and “being-in” the song, as I examine the differences in learning and transmission processes 
between local and foreign practitioners, and the relationships between customers, 
apprentices, and masters. 
 The next chapter, “Bodies of Voice/Voiceless Bodies” takes place, like Chapter 3, 
at the funeral of an iconic singer, this time in Guria. There is little ethnographic literature 
on Guria and Gurians, and virtually none of it deals with the last thirty years. Guria’s 
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infrastructure, economy, and development remain for the most part unaddressed in 
contemporary anthropological scholarship, though Gurian song is a coveted and celebrated 
(albeit “not for everyone”)14 manifestation of Georgian polyphonic tradition. This chapter 
explores the setting of the funeral and considers it in terms of the established mourning 
practices—or lack thereof—and the general conduct of those in attendance. The funeral, 
as an incredibly intimate yet also public event, integrates family and community 
traditions into an art form, as defined in Chapter 3, called public performance, or to be 
more precise, a performative. It is a delicate balance, since mourning rituals transduce, 
for the living, the body from its liminal state to a permanent resting place, and thereby 
help the living address and accept the break that death itself presents in their relationship 
with themselves, their loved ones, and above all, with the dead. Because the dead can 
continue to produce signs, however, their passing can be viewed not as a 
termination of a relationship but a transformation of it, and Georgian mourning 
rituals and closeness to their dead only supports this idea. What happens, then, when 
mourning is interrupted and taken up by the State rather than the family? And in the 
case of a Gurian folk singer’s death, mourning takes on an even wider significance, 
since the waning of Gurian song in Guria itself is already continuously mourned by 
state institutions. This death then, brings the state—as manifested by the State Folklore 
Center—to the foreground both as mourner and savior, and reinforces a power hierarchy 
wherein decisions are made by a centralized power. The state, insofar as it memorializes 
the dead, attempts to establish death as final, and deserving of official monumentalization. 
14 Gurian songs are often fast and the divergent lines in all three voices can be disorienting, and not 
exactly “easy listening” because it is difficult to identify the main melody or grab onto something to 
sing along with. When I tell people in Georgia that I am interested in Gurian songs, I have often 
heard the response of “That’s great, but I prefer other [Kakhetian/Megrelian/Svan] songs. With 
Gurian songs, there is too much going on.” 
23 
 The conclusion will bring into focus current polemics in the world of Georgian 
folk music. I suggest that it may yet be too early to memorialize traditional music 
practices: we might just have to look in unexpected places to find them. I want to explore 
alternatives to the prominent “salvage” and “preservation” narratives 
perpetuated by various organizations, and the often-contradictory actions they take. I 
consider tradition not as a static unchanging thing of yore, but as a kind of living dynamic 
habit, and by that token, I want to suggest a step away from the all-too-familiar image 
that true traditional practices are only found in hidden, remote villages where old men 
and women guard them with their lives and where only state- or oligarch-sponsored 
institutions can rescue them. It is possible that with the onset of globalization, heritage 
tourism, and the current economic conditions, the locus of tradition has shifted, but not 
necessarily the commitment to its perpetuation. 
V. Two Words
 My last introductory remarks have to do with two words, the ambiguity of which is 
especially relevant in the context of this dissertation. These words are khma and sopeli. The 
former can be translated as “voice”, “sound”, or even “noise”, while the latter, though 
most frequently glossed as “village” can also mean “world”, as is the case, for example 
with the title and lyrics of the song “Bindisperia Sopeli” (“The World is the Color of 
Sunset”).  The ability of these words, to encompass something so great and general, and 
also very personal and intimate is a wonderful parallel to how the songs I discuss in this 
work, too, can seem simultaneously so strange and grand, and at the same time, 
completely enveloping and familiar.  
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Though the following chapters will provide a contextualized discussion of both of 
these words and their uses, it is nonetheless worth mentioning the potential for fluidity and 
ambiguity both of them present. The Georgian language has forced me to rely on context 
more than any other I have encountered or tried to learn, starting with the gender-less 
pronouns, and continuing with words like khma and sopeli. 
Fig I.3 Singing in Bakhmaro. L to R: Gocha Giorgadze, Giorgi Khukhunaisvhili, Levan Sikharulidze, 
Marina Kaganova, Levan Bitarovi, Nodar Japaridze. vil. Bakhmaro, August 2016. Photo: Lasha 
Bedenashvili. 
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Chapter 1: Between the Voice and the World
The Voice and Community// Heritage and Belonging // Three as One// To Learn a Voice 
I. The Voice and Community
“The voice of a nation” is an expression we might hear quite frequently. It may be 
in reference to a singer, a writer, a television personality (a news anchor, for example). 
When the American in Benedict Anderson’s example imagines his fellow Americans going 
about their day just as he is, and “has complete confidence in their steady, anonymous, 
simultaneous activity” (Anderson 2006:26), whose voice might this American hear? Is it his 
own, or a voice imagined in the same way as in that moment this American’s imagination 
of others becomes also, his imagination of himself?  There is something about the voice and 
the role it plays on both the individual and grand scales: on one hand, it is intimate and 
unalienable, and on the other, it can mean a great deal for a state’s nationalist project, its 
idea of statehood, monumentalized heritage, and expressive culture.  
 The very concept of the voice contains in itself a paradox of simultaneously 
defining the individual, announcing her presence, and being detached from her.  “My voice 
is mine,” writes Steven Connor, “because it comes from me, it can only be known as mine 
because it also goes from me” (Connor 2000:7).15 The voice is the only part of us that travels 
15Full quotation: “My voice defines me because it draws me into coincidence with myself, 
accomplishes me in a way which goes beyond mere belonging, association, or instrumental use. 
And yet my voice is also most essentially itself and my own in the ways in which it parts or passes 
from me. Nothing else about me defines me so intimately as my voice, precisely because there is no 
other feature of my self whose nature it is thus to move from me to the world, and to move me into 
the world.  My voice is mine because it comes from me, it can only be known as mine because it 
also goes from me. My voice is, literally, my way of taking leave of my senses.” ⁠(Connor 2000:7)) 
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through space separately from us: it transports our selves towards others. The voice, as we 
say, carries, but we do not specify what it carries; the usually transitive verb acts intransitively 
in this case.  
But perhaps there is a way to consider this paradox of the voice as not paradoxical 
at all.  “Now the voice as the object, the paradoxical creature that we are after, is also a 
break,” writes Mladen Dolar, yet “it is precisely the voice that holds bodies and languages 
together” (2007:60). This presents a paradox only if we accept that a person is an 
“individual,” literally an entity that cannot be divided, considered as a hermetically sealed 
monad of being. From a semiotic point of view, if man is a sign, as C. S. Peirce says, one is 
not strictly speaking of an “individual.” For a sign, as Peirce conceives of it, is at least 
minimally triadic and therefore already consists of three (incomplete or covariant) parts, 
dynamically seeking or making relationships with other persons in their triadicities. Thus, 
this sign-self is a “dividual,”16 a person who is already, always, divided: the break is inherent 
to its very existence, and it is through the breakage or division brought into existence 
through the voice that the sign-self continues to produce other signs.  
The voice thus implies community and even necessitates it. The holding together 
of bodies and languages that Dolar describes can be understood as the voice’s role in 
creating the fabric of community, something vividly apparent when it comes to singing 
communities. But this warrants an exploration of what community actually is or can be, 
and what it means in the present moment. Moreover, by looking more closely at different 
approaches to community-as-a-concept, and the attributes that create and hold 
16 For an ethnographic usage of this context, see Daniel 1984. 
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communities together, we are able to gain a more nuanced understanding of the particular 
communities bound by the polyphonic singing practices I focus on in this work. At the same 
time, these attitudes towards community and the very possibility thereof have been shaped 
by recent historical events, and the sense of longing and loss of community goes hand in 
hand with the similar sentiments with regards to tradition, and traditional practices. 
The French philosopher Maurice Blanchot, for example, claimed that community 
“is what exposes by exposing itself. It includes the exteriority of being that excludes it—and 
exteriority that thought does not master, even by giving it various names: death, the relation 
to the other, or speech” (1998:12). This definition aligns well with our idea of the voice, 
which also includes the kind of “exteriority of being that excludes it” because once I 
produce sound, the sound is exterior to the being that excludes it (which is/was me). Late 
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century thinkers such as Karl Marx, Émile Durkheim, Max 
Weber, Ferdinand Tönnies, Alexis de Tocqueville, and others, longed for “community” as 
something lost in the aftermath, notably, of the French revolution, industrialization, and 
the revving-up of modernity. “What is in fact characteristic of our development,” wrote 
Durkheim,  
is that it has successfully destroyed all the established social contexts; one 
after another they have been banished either by the slow usury of time or 
by violent revolution, and in such fashion that nothing has been developed 
to replace them. (in Nisbet 2010:73))  
World War I furthered this sense: it takes but a reading of T. S. Eliot’s “The Wasteland” 
to see the profound disillusionment in human solidarity, the loss of faith in the social, an 
alienation so great the entire poem is made up of allusions to disparate pasts. “The 
Wasteland” speaks in so many voices, it has no voice at all, as all the speaking is 
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simultaneous, multi-lingual, always only partially accessible.17 The longing articulated by 
Marx, via his theory of alienation and commodity fetishism18 and Durkheim, through his 
interest in structure of religion and what constitutes the social, called for a state that would 
reinforce the sense of belonging to a common cause with one’s fellow citizens.  
“Nothing is more common,” writes Jean-Luc Nancy “to the members of a 
community, in principle, than a myth, or a group of myths. Myth and community are 
defined by each other, at least in part—but perhaps in totality—and this motivates a 
reflection on community according to myth” (Nancy 1991:42). The mythology, which 
Nancy brings up shortly following the quoted passage, of Nazism—the Aryan myth—both 
recalls the nostalgic longing for the old and reenacts or, to use his word, “stages” an original 
great mythology, now lost.  In the case of the former Soviet republics, this reenactment lies 
largely with the very same cultural trademarks that were used by the Soviet regime to distill 
entire peoples into digestible icons and assign labels to shared indigenous practices.19 When 
it came to Georgian polyphonic practices, the collective nature of the songs was further 
17 “Madame Sosotris, famous clarvoyante, / had a bad cold, nevertheless/ is known to be the wisest 
woman in Europe” (Eliot 1922): Europe’s glance of the future is ill, its wisest carrier, a so-so-stris, 
and at that, armed with a pack of cards. Anything can happen: the deck is as good a forecast as we 
may ever get, and our corpses will sprout eventually, unless the dog keeps digging them up as 
reminders, perhaps, of what we have achieved (Eliot 1922). 
18 That is, implying that the community has been replaced by commodity, an object that is as 
removed from its history as the people producing it are removed from it, themselves constructing 
that same history of which the object carries no trace. 
19 Theodore Levin gives an example of Poles’e or Polissia, a region that exists at “the intersection 
of present-day Russia, Belarus, and Ukraine,” where “village musicians have long performed a 
largely unitary repertory of traditional songs and dances”, despite the fact that they may 
hold different citizenships. “During the Soviet era, however,” continues Levin, “when folk 
music, like other aspects of culture (most notably, language —witness the different spellings of 
Poles'e/Polissia), became an artifact of nationalities policies, musicians suddenly learned that they 
were performing not simply calendar songs or wedding songs, but "Russian" wedding songs," 
Belorussian" calendar songs, and so on”. (Levin 1996b: 33) 
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amplified by the Soviet collectivist impulse: entire folk orchestras and dance troupes 
were created, and the choirs became enormous, with multiple people singing the 
traditionally solo top voices of the altered folk songs. Improvisation was no longer 
possible in these arrangments, and dozens of people synchronously performed the same 
melodies and lyrics on regional stages (Gabisonia 2019, Jordania 2006). In a sense, the 
community aspect of Georgian singing was taken up by the Soviet state to further enable 
its mythology of the all-ecompassing community. 
As a result of the failures of the anti-individualist tendencies of totalitarian regimes, 
and the subsequent neo-liberal impulse in the opposite direction, the question raised by 
theorists such as Nancy, Blanchot, Bataille, and Agamben was no longer “how can we go 
back to the old times when we could all exist harmoniously together?” Instead, the 
questioning turned towards the notion of community itself, and the individual within and 
without it. What is at stake is the possibility of “community” itself, not its necessary 
recovery.20  
While Durkheim and his contemporaries mourned a loss of community, Nancy, in 
his questioning of the very possibility of the community’s existence, arrives at the conclusion 
that   
just as community is not “lost”, so there is doubtless no “society of 
consumption.” There are not two societies, nor is there a more or less sacred 
ideal of society of community. In society, on the other hand, in every society 
and at every moment, “community” is in fact nothing other than a 
20 “The lost or broken community,” writes Nancy, “can be exemplified in all kinds of ways and by 
all kinds of paradigms: the natural family, the Athenian city, the Roman Republic, the first 
Christian community, corporations, communes, or brotherhoods—always it is a matter of a lost 
age in which community was tight and bound to harmonious bonds in which above all it played 
back to itself, through its institutions, its rituals, and its symbols, the representation, indeed the living 
offering, of its own immanent unity, intimacy and autonomy'”(Nancy 1991:9) 
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consumption of social bond or fabric—but a consumption that occurs in this 
bond, and in accordance with the sharing of the finitude of singular beings. 
(Nancy 1991:37)  
Nancy thus argues that the ideas of “loss” of the social and the domination of consumption 
are not actually split, do not themselves split anything—they are part of the same process, 
wherein the loss is not a loss, but social cannibalism. For Nancy, this “longing” for the 
“original” community, in a Heideggerian turn signifies that instead of “being-in” we are 
always pulled in the direction of already “being-with.” Agamben further pushes these 
notions. He claims that “the being most proper to humankind is being one’s own possibility 
or potentiality” and because of this “humans have and feel a debt.” (Agamben 1993:xi) 
“Humans,” he continues, “in their potentiality to be and to not-be, are, in other words, 
always already in debt” (1993:xi). And if we are always already in debt, we are in “a deficit 
of existence”, and choose the potential to “not-be.”  And if we are in debt, how might we 
enact this feeling but in our relationships with one another? We thus perceive ourselves as 
limited by the other, our freedoms bordering each other. However, if we are, as Heidegger 
suggests, “thrown into being” (2010), if the world presents itself to us, our own freedoms, 
too, present themselves to us. “The existence of every being,” writes Blanchot, “thus 
summons the others or a plurality of others” (Blanchot 1988: 6). What presents the being—
what positions it in relation to others—is, as I have argued above, the voice. And 
polyphonic singing practices, which by definition require multiple voices, necessarily 
summon a plurality. 
Perhaps it is due to this overt demand for plurality that the theme of perceived loss 
of real singing communities, real practitioners of folklore to old age, is a particularly sore 
topic among my interlocutors. Like a continuous sigh it echoes throughout the 
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contemporary folk song revival movement. My interlocutors often lament how many 
songmasters of yore have passed away in the past decade, and suggest that a level of 
competence those singers possessed will be near impossible to achieve nowadays. Countless 
times they postulated that only old recordings were left as genuine artifacts of their singing 
traditions, a mode of thinking that has often resulted in the diligent copying of old 
recordings and imitation of voices of the deceased masters (Fairley 2020a), thus 
necessitating a sacrifice of one’s own voice, leaving the individual space essentially hollow 
for the sake of a community that has been deemed impossible by its own admirers.  
I would argue, however, that despite the often-resigned attitude of some 
contemporary practitioners, and the tendencies to re-produce rather than create, the voice 
as both a physical and non-physical thing, as a signifying non-object, has the potential to 
fulfill the demands of both the nostalgia for physical community as well as the 
understanding of community as abstraction. That is to say, as something that is, in Nancy’s 
view, never produced but resistant; in Blanchot’s as something that does not protect, but 
exposes (1988:26), Bataille’s “community of lovers;” or Agamben’s (1991) sense of the 
ungraspable community that no longer implies a togetherness, but rather, is always 
fractured, the fracturing being what grants it viability. The voice presupposes a dialectic: 
it designates a break. It is always exposing, always belonging and not belonging. The 
voice always (even in ordinary speech) entails a fracture, a break, a loss; but it also 
presupposes a gain (in the ear and the returning voice of the other interlocutor—thus 
constituting a community of at least two—or a wider discursive community). In the 
context in question (post-Soviet/post-Communist), in which the fractured voice is 
deployed against the backdrop of a history of loss of community (the Soviet days), there 
is a risk of finding “no community” at all, but only an irreplaceable loss. 
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At the same time, many formerly Soviet countries also display a sense of solidarity 
with each other, remaining a part of a larger community that is unified against a common 
past, the common enemy—Russia—a community created by that very enemy. As Soviet 
republics, these nations had been incorporated into a union through the encompassing 
presence of Soviet Russia.  They were icons of a greater whole by adherence to a common 
ideology, as if suffused by historical circumstances with a common substance that made 
them into icons of each other and of the encompassing, unmarked, whole.23  
 Consider, for instance, the post-Soviet nation-states of Ukraine and Georgia.  
Georgian people often express solidarity with Ukraine, given the latter’s recent struggle 
against Russia’s military forces.  Georgian folk ensembles (such as Basiani, Didgori, and 
Shavnabada) are known in the Baltics as well, with Lithuania being the first country to have 
adopted the Georgian name for Georgia, Sakartvelo, in 2018. The diasporas, too, at least 
to the extent that I have seen in the US, show respect for one another. It is worth noting, 
however, that the countries that seem to thus “stick together” are all Christian, and all have 
rich vocal polyphonic traditions, which have become, at least to a degree, popular among 
world-music enthusiasts throughout the West, and thus opened a few doors to their original 
practitioners, allowing them to travel and collaborate.  
The increasing international popularity of these folk musics is also tied to a sense of 
national pride for these countries and their diasporas. Philip Bohlman calls music and 
nationalism “uneasy bedfellows.” He suggests that nationalism “ultimately trivializes 
music,” that it “draws attention to the nation-state and supports its function while in the 
23 I use the term “icon” here and elsewhere the way C.S. Peirce used it to describe a relationship 
of an object with its sign, based on/grounded in similarity.  
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same process drawing attention away from music itself. Similarly, nationalism disrupts the 
‘real’ functions of folk and popular music, be they ritual or entertainment” (Bohlman 
2011:11). 24 But in the present moment, what are these “real” functions of folk or popular 
music? In this light as well, vocal music presents a particularly complex and interesting 
subject for examination because, if the voice is an icon of the self and a constitutive part of 
an individual’s identity, it is not at all coincidental, that vocal performance, and in particular 
folk singing, has become a primary locus of identity construction for so many Eastern 
European nations after the fall of communism. This can also be attributed to the iconic (in 
the Peircean sense) nature of folk music, with its iconicity defined by a timbre that stirs, first 
and foremost, a feeling of recognition.  
Folk music has become an exportable part of cultural capital, a way of 
circumventing the linguistic barriers many of these nations faced upon re-entering the 
world economy. The popularization and export of Balkan folk music, for example, starting 
with Le Mystère des voix bulgares, has been addressed extensively by Donna Buchanan (2006), 
among others. In the past two decades, a transition from communist-censored 
ethnocentrism to a wave of revivals (Bithell 2014a) has been triggered by the mutually 
reinforcing trends of indigenous interest in self-rediscovery, and Western fascination with 
the heterogeneity (in comparison to the Soviet desire for homogeneity) and novelty of the 
exotic-but-somehow-almost-familiar (almost uncanny) sound of Eastern-European musics, 
the harmonies that are often referred to as “eerie”, and the appeal of the communal singing 
24 Perhaps, what Bohlman means is that “national” music, is identified with institutional structure 
of power, whereas folk music’s “power” is more perfusive and uncontained. This is not to say that 
the one can, under the right (specifiable) conditions transform into the other (e.g., when crowds 
become ecstatic during the signing of the American national anthem at a football game). 
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or dancing experience. The mushrooming of “Balkanese”26 bands throughout the US and 
Europe is a result of this wave, which has, more recently, also spread to Ukrainian and 
Georgian folk music (Lausevic 2007, Sonevytsky 2019). 
 In all these cases, there is a particular focus on a “village voice” or “village sound,”28 
(an iconic tone or timbre)29 a kind of raw and unpolished way of singing that has 
necessitated terms like “the Balkan smile” in reference to shaping one’s mouth in a tight 
smile in order to produce a specifically piercing but nasal voice associated with the post–
Mystère Balkan folk-singing style. In a way, the voice of these nations, then, for outside 
audiences, has become the voice of village-dwelling senior citizens, either from recordings 
made in their youths,30 or recent expeditions by local and foreign singers and scholars.  
The pursuit of these voices (Balkan, Ukrainian, Georgian, and so on) has created 
new communities, global communities (such as singing camps, performance groups, etc) —
26 This term is often used by the world folk musicians to refer to the different Balkan-inspired groups 
that have been gaining popularity in the US and elsewhere. 
28 The New York-based Ukrainian folk ensemble, for example, is called Ukrainian Village Voices, 
a play on the fact that Manhattan’s East Village where the group got started and continues to 
rehearse, is home to “little Ukraine,” as well as a nod to the village singing style the group strives 
for. 
29 In my discussion, I have used the terms “voice”, “sound”, and “timbre” to refer to various aspects 
of the singing experience. The term “voice” I use to refer to what I’ve discussed in the previous 
sections, as the mediating, “signifying non-object” that, by virtue of its sound and tone connects 
one individual to another (or others). “ For the most part, when I say “voice”, unless otherwise 
noted, I am referring to a human voice. “Sound” is a more general term, which applies to anything 
we hear; it is also an attribute, which a voice must have in order to travel and be heard. Sound is 
also how we might describe a combination of voices (human or otherwise). The tone, or to use a 
more common term, “timbre,” is a quality that describes the voice or sound: when I say “the 
village sound”, for example, the qualifier “village” designates the timbre. Thus, a “village 
sound” is a kind of “iconic timbre”, one that is easily recognizable by a particular quality that 
goes into the vocal production and blending of the singers. The timbre is also the most elusive in 
terms of description or imitation, as we will see further on in this work.  
30 In the case of Georgia, Yvette Grimaud’s archival recordings made in the 1960’s are some of the 
best-known examples, as is the collection of old recordings released under the title “Drinking Horns 
and Gramophones,” compiled by Carl Linich in 2001. 
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as Caroline Bithell (2014b) discusses in her work—that are united not only through the 
shared experience of singing itself, but through the experience of searching. Some search 
for the echoes of their own ancestral pasts, while some (as we will discuss in more detail 
later) substitute the newfound old-world sound for what they perceive as a lack of 
connection with the past in their own families or cultures.   
II. Heritage and Belonging
“When I sing these Georgian songs, I can feel the ancestors,” one interlocutor, 
herself not a Georgian, told me. “I am communing with something,” said another. But 
whose ancestors are these exactly? And why is it that these songs, these particular songs, 
with incomprehensible, hard-to-pronounce lyrics, trigger such a connection with these 
ancestors? Perhaps, these are manifestations of what UNESCO calls “Intangible Cultural 
Heritage” (IH), and what I interpret as a shared global mythology that gives the illusion of 
a place, a community, binds us to others’ histories. 
It is worthwhile here to consider and acknowledge the distinction—or rather a 
transition—in terminology from “tradition” to “heritage.” Owe Ronström argues that they 
are “two forms of production of the absent in the present”, and asserts that 
Both are global phenomena that are “downloaded” locally to redefine, 
reformulate, and take control over aesthetics, history, economy, and power. I 
also argue that folk music, at least in northwestern Europe is now rapidly 
moving from an older “tradition” mindscape into a much more recent 
“heritage” mindscape. Even when traditional music is understood as "folk" or 
"national” it is today often positioned in a global arena. This shift from 
tradition to heritage introduces new discourses and redefines concepts; it 
changes our understandings of what kind of pasts the music comes from, to 
whom it belongs, and what it stands for, all of which are signals of important 
changes in the production of collective memory and history (2014: 43) 
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What he is suggesting here is that tradition is an older, and more localized term, while 
heritage extends beyond the local into the global, opening up the way to the phenomenon 
of shared human ancestry and allowing the above-mentioned sentiments of my 
interlocutors more acceptance and weight. Even though when they “feel the ancestors”, 
they may realize that they are not part of the tradition that produced these songs, the songs’ 
status as belonging to a “world heritage” results in the understanding that if heritage is 
globally shared, so are the songs and the ancestors that created them. There is a disconnect 
here between the very real ancestors of very real people, who may or may not have sung 
and transmitted these songs, lent their voices to recordings, and these mythical ancestors, 
shared amongst all and belonging to no-one.31 Yet, at the same time, it is undeniable that 
programs such as UNESCO’s ICH list have undoubtedly encouraged and enabled a wider 
international circulation of Georgian songs. This has, in turn, also increased the interest in 
the vocal polyphonic practices within Georgia, leading to the proliferation of ensembles, 
learning expeditions and research studies on the subject. As a result, a further and wider 
exchange of knowledge and practice between Georgians and foreigners has become and is 
still becoming more possible, creating real bonds between practitioners, and perhaps even 
closing the gap or disconnect between the declarations of shared ancient ancestry and 
31 It is not that I want to argue that the songs should remain within their families or their 
designated local carriers: it is beautiful to be able to learn songs from all over the world and learn 
the stories behind them. But perhaps, we ought to be cautious with our words: it is one thing to 
learn a song and sing it with your heart, it is another to claim its history as your own, however 
well-meaning the declaration. When we learn these songs – Georgian, Ukrainian, Lithuanian, 
Nigerian – our story of learning them also becomes part of their journey, part of the semiotic 
process: we are part of the song’s present, and maybe there is no need to also insert ourselves in its 
past.  
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heritage and the grounded reality of a new, global community of singers and listeners. 
*** 
The concept and construction of heritage has been discussed in several disciplines, 
(such as folklore, performance studies, and international development) especially once it 
was taken up by UNESCO and became entangled in policy decisions. The body of work 
on the subject is extensive and growing (Bendix 2015, 2018; Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1995, 
2004; Kuutma 2012; Meskell 2018), and I will survey it briefly, as I examine the impact of 
the emerging so-called “heritage regimes” (Bendix, Eggert, and Peselmann 2012; Coombe 
and Weiss 2015) on Georgian vocal polyphonic practice. According to UNESCO’s 2003 
convention, the term “intangible cultural heritage” (ICH) refers to 
the practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, skills—as well as the 
instruments, objects, artefacts and cultural spaces associated therewith—
that communities, groups and, in some cases, individuals recognize as part 
of their cultural heritage. This intangible cultural heritage, transmitted from 
generation to generation, is constantly recreated by communities and 
groups in response to their environment, their interaction with nature and 
their history, and provides them with a sense of identity and continuity, thus 
promoting respect for cultural diversity and human creativity. (UNESCO 
2003) 
The most relevant points of  this definition, for our discussion, are the modes of  
transmission and the self-recognition as criteria necessary for something to earn a spot on 
the list. Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, who has worked extensively on the problematics 
of  theorizing heritage, points out that vitality is also one of  the criteria for the designation 
of  a given cultural phenomenon. Yet the question of  vitality is complicated by the fact that, 
as she writes, “if  it [the phenomenon in question] is truly vital, it does not need 
safeguarding; if  it is almost dead, safeguarding will not help” (2004:56). The object, then, 
must be vital enough, but not too vital; it teeters on a precipice between passivity and 
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activity. Similarly, if  we consider the questions of  transmission and self-recognition, given 
that the purpose of  UNESCO’s lists is indeed to preserve, protect, and spread awareness 
of  a cultural object that is widely popular throughout a given society would then not need 
to be protected, and its preservation would not be endangered by a lack of  modes of  
transmission. In the case of  Georgian polyphony, UNESCO’s involvement has certainly 
bolstered the popularity of  and sense of  pride in this cultural practice. It has also resulted 
in a mode of  heritage production that encourages continued practice but also limits the 
scope thereof. According to Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, “(1) Heritage is a mode of cultural 
production in the present that has recourse to the past; (2) Heritage is a "value added" 
industry; (3) Heritage produces the local for export; (4) A hallmark of heritage is the 
problematic relationship of its objects to its instruments; and (5) A key to heritage is its 
virtuality, whether in the presence or the absence of actualities” (1995:369).  She uses these 
five propositions to further her notion that heritage is “created through the process of 
exhibition”, which gives it a “second life” (1995). The implication here is that heritage is 
not something that is restored or re-invented; it is in fact, invented in the present and 
presented as the past. Whether it is the outfits worn by the performers of traditional 
Georgian song and dance, or the idea that Georgians are naturally polyphonic creatures32, 
or even the suggestion that all Georgians sing, these attributes and notions are, in part, a 
32 This notion can largely be traced back to Izaly Zemtsovsky’s concept of “homo 
polyphonicus”(2003, 2005) —a concept he has, over the past few decades, applied liberally in his 
discussions of Georgian singing practices. Zemtsovsky defines this “homo polyphonicus” as a 
“‘breed’ of humans, unevenly scattered over the globe, [which] possesses not only distinctive styles, 
repertoires, and ways of collaborative music-making but the no less distinctive types of musical 
thought, perception, and cognition” (2003:45).  The “homo polyphinicus” continues to make 
appearances in contemporary Georgian ethnomusicological scholarship as well (Kalandadze-
Makharadze 2015; Khardziani 2018; Lomsadze 2019), further promoting the idea that there is an 
inherent polyphonic tendency among Georgians.   
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result of the process of heritage-production. The sentiment expressed by my interlocutor, 
of communing with the ancestors, of there being more heritage in a place like Georgia, is 
part of this process too: heritage produces heritage, and the more self-recognition is 
achieved through this process, the less it seems to correspond to a tactile, factual reality.33 
Take, for example, the question of transmission. It is no doubt true that Georgian 
polyphony historically has been, and still is, an orally transmitted practice that passes from 
generation to generation and is often connected with specific lineages.34 It is also true that 
this mode of transmission co-exists with: Western-style notated transcriptions, which have 
indeed been used for over a century, and were instrumental to the preservation, revival, 
and re-establishment of the living practice of Georgian liturgical chant; audio recordings, 
the first of which were made between 1902 and 1914 by the Gramophone Company, 
followed by the wax cylinder recordings in German POW camps, and have continued to 
exist, evolve, and transmit the practice not just within Georgia, but around the world 
(Fairley 2020a); organized choirs and ensembles, both Soviet and post-Soviet, Georgian 
and foreign, which have been creating and utilizing all manner of practice materials for 
several decades. For most of my interlocutors, the generational and “old recordings” modes 
of transmission fit within the narrative of safeguarding heritage. There is certainly a 
distinction between what my interlocutors see as the “real deal” ways of learning a song 
and all others, and the recently popularized music tourism is one of the results of wanting 
33 For example, that: some Georgians really do sing, and some most definitely do not; some love 
vocal polyphony, but many do not; some feel closer to the non-polyphonic Georgian music; there 
are vibrant jazz and electronic music scenes in Tbilisi (and to a lesser degree, elsewhere) because 
Georgians, like many other people around the world, are also interested in contemporary musical 
developments. See Kirschenblatt-Gimblett (2004). 
34 More on this topic in Chapter 2. 
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to be a part of the heritage tradition. Yet, while the generational, or master-and-apprentice 
mode of transmission represents “embodied knowledge and practice” (Kirshenblatt-
Gimblett 2004:60), the reverence for and canonization of old recordings illustrates the 
confusion and tension between repertoire and archive. This tension, as Diana Taylor (2003) 
theorizes, arises from the widespread perception of archival knowledge as superior and 
“supposedly resistant to change” (Taylor 2003: 19), and emobodied knowledge as 
“ephemeralemphemeral and as that whichwhih disappears” (36), a perception that is 
deeply rooted in the colonial nature of (in particular, written) archive and its claims to 
objectivity (9), and the subsequent stamp of authority it carries.  
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett brings up this problematic as one of the pitfalls of the 
“intangible” categorization. She points out that what makes a practice intangible is indeed 
the fact that it is bound to and by people, rather than its perceived endangerment for the 
lack of archives (2004:60). In the case of the old recordings of Georgian polyphony, I would 
suggest that a kind of transition has taken place. The sound quality of the recordings is so 
bad, that deciphering them has in itself become a ritual and performance on the part of 
those, who wish to learn the songs, and requires a good amount of skill and talent.  Many 
of my interlocutors—singers whom we will meet in the following chapters—often admit 
that more often than not, they have to fill in the gaps left by the old recordings. Many of 
them wish to find songs that have not been “overdone,” and thus, if no living teacher can 
be found, they turn to particularly incomprehensible or incomplete recordings; in these 
cases, there is nobody to dispute the authenticity of their variants. The singers could as well 
make up most of the song themselves (and perhaps, the people in the recording did actually 
do just that at the moment of recording), but the citation of the source material would lend 
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it weight and mark it as belonging to the Georgian cultural heritage. 
One of  the points Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (2004) makes in her work is that when it 
comes to UNESCO-defined and protected intangible cultural heritage, the list reinforces 
the dynamic Stuart Hall (1992) identified as “the West and the Rest”: created as a “special 
place” for things left out of  UNESCO’s other World Heritage programs, the Intangible 
Heritage list is focused on non-European forms.35 Georgia presents an interesting case in 
this respect, because although all of  Georgia is located East of  Turkey and thus (at least in 
terms of  geographical criteria) warrants the inclusion of  its polyphonic singing practices on 
UNESCO’s IH list, the dominant sentiment among the population, as well as the 
government, is that Georgia is undoubtedly part of  Europe—a part, moreover, that has 
been neglected, forgotten, and hidden behind the Iron Curtain for the past century and is 
now ready to be seen. Western media coverage further promotes this story as well, with a 
recent influx of  travel articles (Buckley 2019, Murphy 2017, Rix 2018, Wismayer 2019, to 
mention a few) about the supposedly “undiscovered” wonder of  Georgia—a modern 
mythology spread through modern means and supported by UNESCO’s recognition. The 
key here is the instance of  recognition if  not of  Georgia as a European nation then at least 
of  some aspects of  it culture by a historically Western-led entity.36 
35 “By making a special place for those left out of the other two World Heritage programmes, 
UNESCO has created an intangible heritage programme that is also exclusive in its own way (and 
not entirely consistent with its stated goals). Thus, the Bolshoi Ballet and Metropolitan Opera do 
not and are not likely to make the list, but Nogaku, which is not a minority or indigenous cultural 
form, does make the list. All three involve formal training, use scripts, are the products of literate 
cultures, and transmit embodied knowledge from one performer to another.” (Kirshenblatt-
Gimblett, 2004:57) 
36 The story of the Georgian National anthem is a good illustration of this. The current anthem 
“Tavisupleba,” (meaning freedom) replaced the previous anthem of independent Georgia, ⁠ called 
“Dideba” ⁠ (Glory) in 2004, following the Rose revolution and the election of Mikheil Saakashvili as 
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It would be an oversight not to address here that vocal polyphony, the subject of  
this work, holds a rather problematic position in this context, and this position plays an 
important part in my discussion. The specific choice of  Georgian polyphony for inclusion 
on the IH list, has supported its privileged position above other Georgian musical forms 
and “heralds back to nineteenth century elite discourse that lauded polyphony over 
Armenian- and "Middle Eastem"-derived duduki and zurna, and the Azerbaijani-Persian art 
of mugham found in south Transcaucasia and the eastern and southern parts of Georgia” 
(Helbig, Tsitsishvili, and Haskell 2008:51). In her analysis of this resulting monopoly of 
polyphony,37 Nino Tsitsishvili argues that “To identify with polyphony is also a way to 
its president. “Dideba” was the anthem of the short-lived, post-WWI and pre-Soviet independent 
Georgia (1918-1921), and in 1990 became the anthem of the post-Soviet independent Georgia 
(Jones 2013: xxi). The most striking difference between the two anthems, is the presence of intervals ⁠ 
and cadences frequently used in and associated with Georgian music in “Dideba,” and the absence 
thereof in “Tavisupleba”.⁠ This change is also a change in message, and self-representation of the 
State under Saakashvili, whose vision involved a strong push toward Westernization and more 
mundanely, the attraction of foreign tourists. Sounding European and having freedom as the title 
and the main theme is more likely to resonate with a Western audience and communicate a kinship. 
At the same time, using a melody by a renowned Georgian composer, Zakaria Paliashvili, a 
household name in Georgia, itself maintains the sense of nationalism and connection to the music, 
even in the absence of identifiable regional particularities in the musical text. Fairley gives the 
following analysis of the typically Georgian elements present in “Dideba”, including “for example, 
ending a musical phrase on an open fifth. The cadence in measure six would not be expected in 
typical western hymn harmony. Rather than moving from the dominant harmony (a D-major 
chord) to the tonic (which would be G major), the voices move to an open fifth on E and B. While 
moving to an E-minor chord (which would have a G in addition to the E and B) would not have 
been totally unprecedented—this is what is called a “deceptive cadence.” Ending a phrase with an 
open fifth, however, lacking the third of G, is much more typical in Georgian harmony, as is the 
bass’s stepwise movement up (from D) to the cadential note” (Fairley 2019). Interestingly, he also 
turned my attention to the fact that the the first three measures of the anthem “closely mirror the 
opening of Joseph Haydn’s “Kaiserhymne” (“Gott erhalte Franz den Kaiser”), which became a sort 
of prototype (along with “God Save the King”) of national anthems in the 19th and 20th centuries.” 
(Fairley 2019, personal communication, October 25, 2020.) 
37 Tsitsishvili suggests that "the stylistic sophistication of some regional polyphonic styles underpins 
the philosophy of Georgian ethnomusicologists and cultural elite according to which Georgian 
polyphony expresses the creative genius of the Georgian people and elevates the status of Georgian 
culture within European civilization" (2007). 
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create distance between Georgia's Middle Eastern heritage” and thus, “to position Georgia 
as European, democratic, and progressive” (Helbig, Tsitsishvili, and Haskell 2008:52). 
Meanwhile, the study and practice of other vocal and instrumental musics has been 
relegated to the fringes.38  
 This quest for recognition and inclusion is also reinforced by references to ancient 
Georgian mythology, of  the kind that Nancy references in his analysis of  community as 
playing a significant role in drawing and keeping people together. Georgian mythology’s 
closeness to and relationship with the Greco-Roman mythological canon has at times been 
co-opted to serve as a bolster of  the link with European civilization and the claim to a 
European identity. Specifically, the myths of  Prometheus and Medea, well-known and 
popular all around the world, have a connection to the Caucasus.39  
38 “Polyphony is the musical tradition of rural farming communities who live in the highland 
Caucasus Mountains and in the valleys of the eastern and western parts of the country. It is thus 
identified by urban elites as a tradition expressive of pure Georgian ethnicity. However, Georgia is 
a multi-ethnic and multicultural country. There are regions, especially in eastern and southern 
Georgia, where polyphony is either not practised, or at least does not represent the core of people's 
identity and social practice. Many duduki (double-reed instrument) players in Georgia argue that 
duduki music expresses another localized, but still uniquely Georgian, communal spirit and that it 
too needs protection. The music of the duduki is in fact protected by the UNESCO Proclamation 
from 2005, but as an Armenian art form expressing Armenian identity within Armenia; protec­tion 
does not extend to the distinctive tradition of duduki in Georgia, where it is endangered by official 
policies of exclusion as well as by globalization (Tsitsishvili 2007b), symptomatic of UNESCO’s 
problematic association of traditions/practices with nation-states. This puts duduki players and 
scholars studying duduki on the territories of Georgia at a significant disadvantage.” (Helbig, 
Tsitsishvili, and Haskell 2008) 
39 Upon stealing fire and giving it to mankind, Prometheus, as the story goes, is chained to a 
mountain, and an eagle flies by every night and rips out his liver, which then, as mytho-poetic livers 
do, grows back only to suffer the same fate the following night. Prometheus is chained to a mythical 
mount Caucasus, which places it in a very particular geographic location. Of  course which 
mountain it precisely might be in reality, we cannot say. The debate is ongoing, as different groups 
lay claim to the site of  that Promethean struggle. But the exact locus isn’t the focus here because 
Prometheus himself  has a double in Caucasian mythology (Charachidze 1986) —Amirani, son of  
Dali, goddess of  the hunt and game animals, whose mythology has been preserved in Svan 
mythology to this day.  
Amirani, effectively abandoned by his birth parents, is adopted by a peasant and raised 
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The Georgian presence in Classical mythology, alongside Strabo’s reference to the 
region in his writings from the first century AD, are usually among the first things my 
interlocutors tell the foreigners they encounter, often followed by the mention of  the 
polyphony’s belonging to the IH list. If  Georgia is associated with Europe in the minds of  
others, it stands a chance of  dodging potential bullets from Russia: the assumption is that 
Europe and the US would step in to protect it, should another conflict arise. At the same 
time, if  it is recognized as culturally unique by Westerners, then it is also “interesting” 
enough to visit. Ironically—as I will discuss in more detail in later chapters—overtly 
European ideals were in many ways pushed by the Russian Empire, which in turn had for 
centuries desperately tried to prove its own belonging as European, often through displays 
of  Western cultural excess in a kind of  hyper-correction. Georgian traditional chanting did 
not fit into that imaginary, with its different tuning and harmonies that do not meet the 
expectations of  the Western Classical tradition, and so the liturgy in Georgian churches 
alongside the peasant’s biological children, Badri and Usip. He performs a series of  heroic feats, 
loses his brothers, and takes on Gmerti, the chief  deity, who lends its name to the Georgian word for 
God, Christian God, Ghmerti. Amirani introduces the humans to the use of  metal, just as 
Prometheus does with fire. And just as Prometheus is punished, so is Amirani: he is chained to 
Elbrous, the highest peak of  the Caucasus, just across the border with Russia, and punished in three 
phases, each worse than the last.  
Bruce Grant (2007) argues that in the stories of  Prometheus and Amirani it is the theme of  
gift-giving that is central, and places captivity narratives, such as these myths, into the framework 
of  gift exchange. Indeed, the characters of  Prometheus and Amirani initiate a gift exchange, and 
are captured only to be eventually free again. For Grant, what this means is that the narratives of  
giving and captivity actually exist largely as a trace of  or a means for navigating the complex 
dynamics of  the Caucasus with respect to local conflicts and usurpation. The obligation initiated 
by captivity is that of  exchange (or ransom), which also establishes a cross-border relationship thus 
perpetuating the fluidity of  the borders themselves, and the connections between cultures.  
The myth of Medea, who comes from Colchis (modern-day Western Georgia), is also 
largely about captivity and giving, or refusing to give. Medea helps Jason capture the fleece, by 
trading in her father’s life for Jason’s love. Jason betrays her and she gifts his new bride with death. 
By killing her and Jason’s children, Medea negates the entire cycle of exchange. In the end, she 
runs free, and is able to maintain her sovereignty.   
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often had to be performed in a “Russian style,” a style that until the very recent past still 
existed in some Georgian churches. With the recent efforts of revival, the old 
guiding principles and tuning of both church chanting and folk singing have returned, 
and it is precisely the non-Western tuning that has become one of the main points of 
pride and a marker of  recognizable uniqueness. 
III. Three As One
As much as the discussions of intangible heritage and its meaning and function in 
contemporary contexts can prove disillusioning, and even though ancient Georgian 
myths and vocal polyphonic practices have come to play a role in the state’s Euro-centric 
agenda, it is not my contention that we ought to abandon the study of these practices 
or deprive them of their merit. It is important to acknowledge that vocal polyphony is 
one among many musical forms present in Georgia, all of which play a part in 
Georgia’s diverse soundscape. The goal of this work is not to further elevate it, but to 
examine the social factors that go into its current existence, and how the sociality that is 
inherent to the practice itself exists in the context of a contemporary state, and its 
potential for its disruption. We started this chapter with a discussion of community and 
voice: what makes or breaks a community, what defines an individual and also 
expands their boundaries. Any vocal polyphony, then, whether or not it is part of a 
UNESCO list, is also at its core a pursuit in collectivity.  
Georgian polyphonic songs are generally impossible without at least three voices: 
even the mythological Amirani grows up with two brothers, constituting a trio. These 
voices come to fill vital parts of the song—and a song may in itself be a shared myth, 
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evoking a story or history—and together these voices create a new unity, in an almost 
nostalgic sense.40 The voices in a Georgian polyphonic song are both together as one, and 
under obligation to each other, bound by the sound they produce in combination, thus 
fulfilling the desires for “being with” and “being in,” because in moments of  singing, we 
are inevitably in song – the song is not in us.41 But this would be the end of  the story if  it 
was a dyadic logic that were in operation.  However, there is a third element at play here, 
thus constituting a triad: being-in, being-with and being-for.42 Of  these three tri-positioned 
functions or correlates, it is the last one that reaches out to another, a new sign, or rather, 
transforms itself  into a new sign of  a more complex object, and so, theoretically, ad infinitum. 
A particularly vivid illustration of  these relationships at play occurred when, during 
a 2019 concert and workshop tour in the US, the Georgian ensemble Adilei performed at 
the New England Conservatory. One of  the professors there had been conducting research 
involving the analysis of  airflow and glottal closure using a spectrograph. Fascinated by the 
yodeling technique of  k’rimanch’uli, he asked some of  the members to come into his office 
40 Community, according to the OED, deriving from “common” has two main possibilities of 
origin. One is “com” (together) + “moinis” (bound/obligation). One is “com” (together) + unus 
(one). 
41 Echoing what C.S. Peirce (1839-1914) said of ‘thought” and by extension of “signs”:  
“Accordingly, just as we say that a body is in motion, and not that motion is in a body we ought to 
say that we are in thought and not that thoughts are in us.” (CP. 5:289 fn.) Peirce developed a triadic 
notion of  sign relationship (in contrast with Saussure’s binary, synchronic sign, which consists of  the 
signifier and the signified). A sign, or representamen, is something, which “stands to somebody for 
something in some respect or capacity. It addresses somebody, that is, creates in the mind of  that 
person an equivalent sign or perhaps a more developed sign. That sign which it creates I call the 
interpretant of  the first sign. The sign stands for something, its object. It stands for that object, not 
in all respects, but in reference to a sort of  idea, which I have sometimes called the ground of  the 
representamen.”(CP 2.228)  
42 In the example at hand, the “being for” part of  the triad holds the position or function of  the 
interpretant in the object-representamen-interpretant triad that constitutes a Peircean sign.   
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for a recording session to aid him in his research. K’rimanch’uli as a vocal technique 
requires one to “break” one’s voice.43 That is, a high-pitched, falsetto/head-voice sound is 
quickly followed by a chest-voice sound a fifth below, the jump made possible by the natural 
break between the two registers of  one’s voice. If  the break is not in the right place, a person 
will not be able to perform the technique, no matter how hard they might try.  
Much of  traditional (non-Georgian) vocal training is spent on minimizing this 
break, pushing the two registers closer and closer together so that a transition is as seamless 
as can be and sound is equally strong throughout one’s vocal range: it is as if  the singer is 
split twice over—first simply as a possessor of  voice, which splits us, and second as someone 
struggling against the split within the voice itself. K’rimanch’uli, however, embraces this 
break even more emphatically than most other types of  yodeling, for the transition between 
head (or falsetto) and chest voice is drastic, cutting, and quick, with the performer usually 
repeating various combinations of  “iri-a-ho, uru-a-ho, i-a-u-a-ho, i-a-ho”44 and similar 
utterances or vocables in one of  several patterns, improvised in the moment. This is 
typically performed by the first voice (p’irveli khma), and together with gamq’ivani, which is a 
closely related and often interchangeable technique, is often called ts’vrili (thin) khma 
instead of  p’irveli. 45 
43 The Georgian academic term here is k’lak’ni, which means “bend” or “wiggle”, though some of 




Three singers from Adilei arrived at the professor’s office, and after a short 
discussion the experiment began. The main k’rimanch’uli master of  the group, Lasha 
Bedenashvili, has impressive speed, stamina, and rhythmic capabilities—a penchant for 
syncopation, in particular—which has earned him the nickname “the beast” from his 
ensemble-mates. He was given a mask and asked to reproduce some of  the sounds and 
patterns he rather fluidly makes during performance, into the mask, which was connected 
to a computer and measured his airflow.  
Fig 1.1 Lasha Bedenashvili k’rimanch’uli-ing into an airflow-measure mask at the New England 
Conservatory. April 3, 2019. Photo: Marina Kaganova 
In order to perform, Lasha had to think of  specific songs in which particular kinds 
of  configurations of  the yodel occurred. Yet time and again, though able to produce a 
45 gamq'ivani does not, however, require the voice to break, and does not involve going into falsetto, 
rather it is characterized as qivili or “screeching/screaming,” and extends the chest voice into its 
highest registers. In most songs with a yodeling component, both k’rimanchuli and gamq’ivani are 
employed. 
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decent enough pattern by himself, Lasha needed the two other singers to step in and start 
the song when he wanted to demonstrate the more complicated variants, which he usually 
improvises during any given performance. In fact, when Lasha wanted to show a particular 
transition from gamq'ivani to k’rimanch’uli through the song “Iaramasha”, he became briefly 
stumped entirely; it was as if  he had forgotten how his part went.47 There are very few 
songs that start with a k’rimanch’uli /gamq'ivani solo,48 and someone else (usually the 
second voice) has to start, thus Lasha needed the second voice to give him a launchpad, so 
to speak. Once the voices of  the other singers were in place, Lasha’s voice followed: it is not 
that the singers did not know their parts separately (they probably each knew all three parts), 
it is that to communicate the songs, three voices were necessary, otherwise each individual 
voice part was incomplete. You need three voices, three parts, three persons coming 
together and becoming one, like a sign.  
            Each voice, to be sure, retains its uniqueness and autonomy, but it is also restrained, 
bolstered, or checked with and against the differences between the other two voices of  the 
trio.  When all three differences are at their apogee, “whirr” as One, they constitute, to use 
Peircean terms here, a new Representamen, standing in for an Object, to a new 
Interpretant — in the ethnographic example at hand, not only the professor, and the rest 
of  us in the room, but also, to a computer program which generated graphs and diagrams 
(icons) of  the voice (or the air as it was moved by the voice) as it traveled through the body 
of  the singer, poised to continue the chain or generation of  further semiosis and life. 
47 See Appendix 2 for audio and/or video examples (URLs) of all songs referenced; this particular 
moment can be seen here: https://youtu.be/hgTTEbqDJTk 
48 The song “Sheghmartuli” from the Imereti province is the only one I am aware of. 
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IV. To Learn a Voice
When I travel and meet fellow appreciators, scholars, or performers of  Georgian 
folk music—whether Georgian or not—I notice that the first question I am often asked is 
“Which voice are you?” Immediately my placement is determined and noted, though what 
my actual voice sounds like nobody yet knows: I have a voice and promise the proficiency 
to take up the space allocated not for me, an individual, but for a voice. Which voices are 
present of  course also determines which songs are possible, thus shaping a particular 
instance of  discourse.  
As a foreigner, what distinguishes me from, say, Svan or Gurian or Kakhetian vocal 
communities may well be the Barthesian “grain.” “The ‘grain’ of  the voice is not—or not 
only—its timbre,” writes Barthes. “The signifying it affords cannot be better defined than 
by the friction between music and something else, which is the language (and not the 
message at all)” (Barthes 1977:273). The Svan voice, for example, signifies something quite 
different from the Gurian voice or the Kakhetian voice. The song structures in these regions 
are themselves very different, as are particular intervals used; the way the melodies in each 
part cohere varies greatly, yet the condensed physicality of  being from or feeling like a 
particular place is another element of  this differentiation, which to this day is hard for me 
to pinpoint. The voice qualities of  singers from the different regions do not so much signify 
each person’s individuality, but they come to signify the places themselves. In this way, the 
places, though themselves static, travel by virtue of  the voice being transportable. It involves 
a “making of  place,” a transformation of  space into place.  In space one remains a fugitive; 
in a place, one belongs. Furthermore, it is not the voice that is fundamental, but the “sound” 
of  the voice, which consists of  the “grain” that is sub-vocalic, more fundamental and more 
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primordial than language or words.  As mentioned above, the Georgian term for “voice,” 
khma, is the same as the word for “sound” and even “noise.” In a language where verbs 
often have special forms based on whether their subjects are animate or inanimate, I 
wonder why no distinction is made between a voice, which in everyday vernacular we 
attribute to animate beings, and a sound, which can come from anything or anyone.  
In English, we “make” a sound, but we do not “make a voice.” We say the “sound 
of  your voice,” we ask people to “do a voice,” usually implying that we want a parody. In 
Georgian, there is no such distinction. Don Ihde, in Listening and Voice (1976:147), points out 
that “all sounds are in a broad sense ‘voices,’ the voices of  things, of  others, of  the gods, 
and of  myself.” In Ihde’s view, objects—trucks, ships, etc.—have their own “voices” too, 
just as animals do, each recognizably different even if  the verb or adjective we might use to 
describe it is the same. Svaneti or Guria, then—as places—can sound in certain ways, have 
particular voices, just like people can.  
I recall hearing an American folk vocalist describe a singer from Svaneti as sounding 
like “he swallowed a mountain.” Although I myself  and other non-Georgian singers have 
often tried to describe these voices—some examples are, “he sounds like glass covered in 
velvet” or “they sound like they are crying while also stabbing you with their voice”—every 
time I asked my interlocutors to describe any vocal characteristics of  their own or 
neighboring provinces, they simply shrugged. Even so, time and again I would hear them 
refer to khma (voice/sound), khasiati (mood or character), and manera (manner) in reference 
to regional terms.  The “voice” as an icon is a part of  the self. This icon, in turn, operates 
at the levels of type, token, and tone. Svan, Gurian, or Kakhetian polyphony are all types, 
whereas every performance is a token of  that type, and the tone is what sets it apart from 
the rest, and requires a somewhat trained ear to register—perhaps closest to khasiati, in 
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terms of  being difficult to put in words.   
When I press my interlocutors harder or simply ask them to think about what they 
actually, physically do to sound the way they do—or how they change the way they sound 
when singing repertoire from different regions—they point to small, very specific instances 
in particular cadences, and correct me when I try to emulate them. The singers I’ve 
addressed do not all spend time analyzing their own singing practices: it is part of  their 
habitus. The tone, as Peirce would put it, is “hidebound with habit” (CP 6.158). Thus a 
familiar paradox arises: it is precisely the singers for whom the multi-vocal singing style is 
in fact part of  the habitus that interest me as they adjust the traditional repertoire in their 
contemporary contexts, yet it is also those same singers who often have the hardest time 
describing the things that stand out to an outsider. These conversations usually end with 
“you just have to listen.”  
It is well and good to identify types, tokens, and tones intellectually, or even learn to 
hear more and more precisely. But in practice I’ve often asked, What can I do to sound 
Gurian, Svan, or Megrelian? I still want to sound like myself  yet have the correct manera 
and khasiati. Or would any vocal training simply allow me to approximate and imitate, 
without ever being able to adopt the grain of  voice because the sound of  my voice 
inherently signifies something different? And what exactly does it signify anyway? How 
much of  voice is a technique of  the body, and how much of  it is created by virtue of  it 
belonging not to the individual, but outside of  the individual, to the community it itself  
necessitates? The “grain,” I tentatively answer, consists of  two dimensions that are 
diachronic and synchronic at one and the same time.  One of  these dimensions consists in 
what one might call the grooves that constitute the grain.  Grooves facilitate a flow, made 
possible by history, tradition, a past, past singers, past styles, and so on.  The second 
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dimension consists of  friction—the rubbing against—the expenditure of  effort—and 
tension: the tension between the sound itself  and its metaphoric Other which it tries to 
embody (e.g., the mountain from the American folk singer’s description above), which is 
always greater than the individual. 
If  the voice embodies the tension between the individual and the social, its grain 
then, is both unique and collective. If, according to Barthes (1977:20),49 for example, every 
Russian bass has more or less the same voice, then the collectivity achieved relies on what 
the voice signifies in its social positioning, in its history. But the history is also of  the 
individual who has come to carry that grain of  voice. I recognize different voices in the 
ensembles I’ve listened to over and again, and I can also say that to a degree, basses from a 
particular region have a similarity, and maybe first and second voices too, all have a certain 
quality that escapes structured learning.  
These skills are also techniques of  the body. Marcel Mauss, in his famous 1934 essay 
provides an example of  digging to illustrate this: “The English troops I was with,” he wrote, 
“did not know how to use French spades, which forced us to change 8,000 spades a division 
when we relieved a French division, and vice versa. This plainly shows that a manual knack 
can only be learnt slowly. Every technique properly so-called has its own form” (Mauss 
49 “Listen to a Russian bass, something is there, manifest and persistent (you hear only that), which 
is past (or previous to) the meaning of the words, of their form (the litany), of the melisma and even 
of the style of performance: something which is directly the singer's body, brought by one and the 
same movement to your ear from the depths of the body's cavities, the muscles, the membranes, 
the cartilage, and from the depths of the Slavonic language, as if a single skin lined the performer's 
inner flesh and the music he sings. This voice is not personal: it expresses nothing about the singer, 
about his soul; it is not original (all Russian basses have this same voice, more or less), and at the 
same time it is individual: it enables us to hear a body which, of course, has no public identity, no 
"personality," but which is nonetheless a separate body; and above all this voice directly conveys 
the symbolic, over and above the intelligible, the expressive: here, flung before us all in a heap, is 
the Father, his phallic status. That is what the ‘grain’ would be: the materiality of the body speaking 




A vocal knack, too, is learned slowly.  But these techniques, though in themselves 
significant, do not quite explain how to acquire a different “grain.” The question is, whether 
to do so would imply learning how to be as another; is it the same sort of  process an actor 
may adapt when preparing for a role? And is it then, possible, to take up another vocal 
identity, or ground the voice-as-sign in the diagramicity of  another, and not the identity of  
myself  in the moment of  song, and let it go once the song is over? We can carry another’s 
voice with us. We can record the voice and mimic it, but we cannot take it from its possessor.  
So often we talk of  old recordings, the voices of  those who came before, voices 
which we know only in their afterlife, so to speak. We might imagine, construct in our minds, 
the identities of  the singers whom we know only by the portable, recorded voices afforded 
to us by the technology at hand. These voices, however, differ from the voices of  the living 
because they no longer correspond to a body, but rather only the icons and indexes of  that 
body; these voices are remembered. The harrowing truth is that the dead have no voice, 
though we want them to… precisely because along with the individual no longer alive, the 
social space created by the voice of  that individual is irretrievable. 
Marilyn Ivy (1995) describes the instance of  Japanese spirit mediums speaking with 
the living relatives of  the dead. The mediums, while speaking as the dead, maintain their 
own voices. The disparity, the “stunning difference” between the voice of  the spirit medium 
and the memory of  the dead person’s voice, “would seem to be a moment of  
disillusionment,” yet this is “a moment of  grief  provoked not so much by a belief  that a 
dead one is speaking”, but by “the difference instituted through the itako’s voice.” Ivy 
concludes, “Here is the moment of  realizing the irretrievability of  what is lost, signaled by 
the irresolvable gap between the voice of  the medium and the dead person’s remembered 
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voice” (Ivy 1995:180).  
A part of  this realization, I think, is also the realization that the dead themselves 
lose the split that the voice creates: the body, the corpse, does not have an inner voice; it is 
no longer able to exist in the space between the in and the out, as we do, constantly. The 
voice is also inalienable, even if  it is portable. It is inalienable not only to the person we 
associate with it, but also to those who are doing the associating, and make sure that the 
sign is not dead, despite the passing of  its object. 
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Chapter 2: Peace Variants 
Chven Mshvidoba// Unexpected Complications// The Rules of Traditions// The Work of a Song // 
Adilei-Da! 
 
I. Chven Mshvidoba 
 
 “We would like to sing ‘Shemokmedura Naduri’ as our second song today. We 
thought that first we should wish you peace,” says a young man from the stage, addressing 
three judges in an otherwise empty performance hall of the Tbilisi State Conservatoire. 
(The few researchers who have snuck into a seemingly restricted affair — the first round of 
the State Folklore Competition — are all quietly huddled on the top balcony alongside 
their equipment). Jemal Chkuaseli, one of the men of the jury and the former director of 
ensemble Erisioni, first asks the young man to repeat himself more loudly, then approves 
of this plan, with some light, barely intelligible banter ensuing between the judges and the 
designated speaker on stage. With his desire to wish the judges peace, the young man is 
referring to the famous Gurian trio song, “Chven Mshvidoba” (literally: “Peace to Us”), 
which he is about to sing with two other members of his ensemble, Adilei. 
 The trio begins. Despite the banter that preceded the performance, the trio shifts 
into a tense and a more serious mode as they start singing. They sing confidently, but with 
obvious nervousness. 
  “Chven Mshvidoba” is best thought of as a symbolic system; it is, effectively, its own 
language. In this it is not quite unique, since many Gurian trio songs work in similar ways, 
but it is remarkable for the scope of variation and improvisation not merely permitted, but 
encouraged and deemed necessary. If anything can be called “the Gurian song,” it is this 
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one.  
 The song’s title refers to Georgian toasting custom. Throughout a traditional feast, 
called a supra, the toastmaster (tamada) makes a series of toasts that have a fairly prescriptive 
order. A skillful tamada will, not unlike the singers, be able to improvise within the 
custom’s frame (Muehlfried 2005) in order to make the toasts applicable and relevant 
to the situation and the participants at hand. The proceedings of  a supra, as well as the 
expectations imposed on its participants have been discussed at length by several scholars 
(Muehlfried 2005; Tuite 2008; Manning 2007; Tsitsishvili 2006). Though banquets and 
celebrations were common throughout Georgian history, the terms tamada and sadghegrdzelo 
(toast) as we use them now were first mentioned in the verses of  the nineteenth-century 
poet Grigol Orbeliani (Muehlfried 2005:17). The structured, rule-governed way of  toasting 
is often cited as an example of  an “invented tradition,” which Florian Muehlfried suggests 
may have been created as a way for Georgians to differentiate themselves from their Russian 
imperial overlords, since they were no longer separated by religious preferences, as was the 
case with the Ottoman or Persian empires. Orthodox Christianity was a shared faith, and 
the supra, with its prescriptive toasting order and codes of  conduct, became the locus for 
national expression, even on the smallest scale. As Nino Tsitsishvili points out in her 
poignantly titled essay “A Man Can Sing and Play Better Than a Woman” (2006), the supra 
has traditionally been a male domain, and a place for men to demonstrate their vazhk’atsoba 
(manliness) and tell tales of  heroism and pride. Yet show off  as they might, the supra also 
provided them with a space to battle in song and eloquence, as opposed to having to 
publicly rebel or fight. One could view it as a coping mechanism that allowed a culture that 
has, for centuries, valorized male heroism and its people’s cleverness to deal with its 
subservient position within the empire. 
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 The order of  toasts is a loose one, but the toasts themselves are obligatory. In most 
of  Georgia, the first toast is traditionally dedicated to God, followed by a toast “to our 
meeting,” and then branching out into various aspects of  the present, with the obligatory 
references to the participants’ families, the deceased, the women, the motherland, and so 
on. In Guria, however, the first toast is frequently the toast to peace, and is, when possible, 
preceded or followed by a rendition of  “Chven Mshvidoba.” 
 The song’s structure consists of  several musical phrases, which make up a larger 
distinct unit or mobruneba (literally “turn”). Countless versions of  these shorter phrases exist, 
thus making any two instances of  this turn, though always identifiable as such, nearly 
unrecognizable from each other. Each line of  melody drifts apart into decidedly non-
parallel polyphony, yet several convergence points (usually fifths and unisons) exist along 
the road, where all the voices have to lock in, only to diverge again. The presence of  these 
checkpoints makes it possible to identify when one mobruneba of  the song ends and the next 
one begins. If  one were to make a mistake, the way to save oneself  is to somehow make it 
to the next fifth or unison, and go on from there. Each turn is composed of  several lines of  
samgherisi (usually translated as vocables, or “nonsense” syllables) interspersed with one or 
two lines of  text. (The “text,” in fact, is not actually a requirement either, but more often 
than not at least one of  the singers will sing some iteration of  the lyrics, which can make it 
easier to identify an upcoming checkpoint.) In the end, the song may consist of  one, two, 
or however many turns a particular group of  people desires. If  more than one trio is 
participating, the song becomes something of  a relay, where different trios quite literally 
take turns. Hundreds of  recorded variants or versions of  the song exist, and exceptional 
singers come up with their own variants. My interlocutors tell me that the people from the 
recordings they listen to were “better” singers because they could come up with interesting, 
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original variants50 more easily, more naturally, impromptu, whereas now most people stick 
to singing variants they learn from these very recordings, rarely coming up with something 
on their own (Kiria, Demetre. 2016. Interview with author, July 7.). To sing the exact same 
arrangement of  the turn twice in a row is generally considered for beginners or foreigners, 
who haven’t yet learned to improvise and don’t know the old recordings. When people say, 
for example “the Berdzenishvili variant” they mean the song in its entirety, with several 
repeats, as sung in a particular recording of  Vladimer Berdzenishvili’s trio from 1968, 
wherein each turn has a different pattern, and the contemporary singers will sing it either 
note-for-note to match the recording or improvise while adhering to its general structure.  
When learning the song, one learns a simple version of  one mobruneba, and the transition 
into the second one, and is then supposed to find a variant they like, combine variants, learn 
as many as they can, and come up with their own, if  they can.51 Gurian singers, like any 
true masters of  improvisation, usually say that you are never supposed to sing a song the 
same way twice, and “Chven Mshvidoba” is a prime example. 
 But let us return to our trio, as they begin their song.... None of  the three young 
men standing on stage is older than twenty-five. It is December, and they are wearing a 
combination of  sweaters and flannels that not only do not match, but actively clash with 
each other. The rest of  the ensemble—seven more people—stand in a line downstage, also 
in jarringly mismatched tops. This absence of  uniform (and any sort of  uniformity in 
appearance) is particularly noticeable, given that Adilei were preceded by a dozen 
 
50 For my interlocutors, the ability of each singer to listen to the others and extemporaneously adjust 
to their improvisations, is at the core of what makes a variant “amazing” or not, especially if the 
singers are able to take the song in an unexpected direction and do so elegantly. 
 
51 I learned “Chven Mshvidoba” from songmaster Tristan Sikharulidze in 2015. 
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ensembles in essentially the same traditional garb. Some stand with their arms folded, some 
fidget, one is absent-mindedly scratching his chest. Some are perfectly still. There is also a 
seeming absence of  a conductor, or director: all the groups that came before had designated 
leaders. The singers look curious, as if  they’d just happened upon something interesting, 
looking not at all like a concert choir. The trio—Demetre (Deme) Kiria, Giorgi (Khukhu) 
Khukhunaishvili, and Lasha Bedenashvili, singing bass, middle, and top voices 
respectively—begin the first turn of  the song, a particular Berdzenishvili variant.52 All 
three are mostly staring downwards, occasionally closing their eyes or looking up. Deme 
doesn’t move at all, Lasha shifts his weight from one leg to another, Khukhu stands still with 
his legs shoulder-width apart, arms at his sides. Everyone’s faces are calm, collected, stern 
almost (Fig 2.1). The first turn of  the song, impeccably executed, comes to an end. 
 They begin the repeat. Suddenly, Khukhu slyly looks over at Lasha to his left (Fig 
2.2), makes eye contact, and as he begins the next phrase, he sings “Aa-di-lei-i-da”, loud 
and clear, followed by a few bars of  the ensemble’s “theme song”, “Adilei”— a Gurian 
travel song -- before shifting seamlessly back into the next cadence. The trio quickens. 
Knowing smiles spread across the faces of  the seven guys standing in the back as they 
exchange nods and mouth something (incomprehensible from where I am sitting) to each 
other (Fig 2.3). The song speeds up and up; Khukhu’s body can no longer resist movement, 
and he starts almost bouncing on his feet. The second turn winds down, the trio steps into 
a unison, and just like that, it’s over. 
 On the surface, this is an amusing moment of  live performance: a few young, bold 
singers, adding a bit of  self-promotion into a song and getting excited about it. But it’s a 
52 Notably, the source recording for this variant only contains one “turn.” 
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“turtles all the way down” kind of  moment as well: the layers of  signification are simply 
waiting to be peeled away. The first and most obvious layer is the competition itself. Who 
is it for, exactly, and what are the motives and forces behind it? How is it organized, what 
are the categories? And how does the presence of  the audience in addition to the 
performers (themselves a kind of  audience) complicate the moment further? 
 A bit of  Peircean analysis is especially apropos in this situation, as it accounts not 
only for an object (song) and its sign/representamen (performance), but the effects that are, 
as Thomas Turino puts it, “created by bringing the sign and the object together in the mind 
of  the perceiver” (1999: 223). That is, this mode of  analysis accounts for the audience, and 
does not imply a homogeneous audience.  
 In our case, the particular rendition of  “Chven Mshvidoba” is a representamen of  
the concept of  “Chven Mshvidoba,” which excellently illustrates the idea of  the dynamic 
object of  the sign: because so many diverse versions of  the song exists, each reiteration of  
it only adds to and enriches our conception of  it, never pinning it down, but rather 
combining all these instances until a kind of  understanding is formed. The Peircean sign 
can have three kinds of  relationships with its object: iconic (based on similarity), indexical 
(based on contiguity; it points to the object), and symbolic (based on convention), and can 
generate three kinds of  interpretants: emotional (a feeling), energetic (for example, a 
physical reaction), and logical (meaning). These interpretants can all occur simultaneously 
together, or separately, or gradually. According to Turino,  
Semiosis involves a type of  chaining process through time in which the 
interpretant at one temporal stage becomes the sign for a new object at the 
next stage of  semiosis, creating a new interpretant which becomes the next 
sign in the next instant, ad infinitum until that "train of  thought" is 
interrupted by another chain of  thought, or by arriving at a belief  or 
conclusion (1999: 223).  
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But how does one arrive at a belief or conclusion regarding a song in particular or  song in 
general? Is it possible for a piece of music to become primarily a symbol, and 
essentially reach the “final” interpretant? I would suggest that in the case of this particular 
singing practice, what keeps the semiotic process going is its improvisational aspect and 
the constant possibility not only of novelty, but also error: a “perfect” performance would 
mean the termination of  the sign-action and thus a loss of  the song’s life.53 
 With these notions in mind, let us return to the scene at hand. As I’ve 
already described, the trio cleverly inserts a few bars of their ensemble’s namesake 
song into a different song, the structure and practice of which encourages 
improvisation. The eponymous song, “Adilei,” is sung by the group based on a 1913 
recording of an ensemble from the village of Zemo Aketi in Guria (the recording itself was 
made in Tbilisi).54 This practice of learning from old recordings is not only extremely 
common in the Georgian folk music world, but also, as I have noted in Chapter 1, 
revered as the (often only) correct approach to learning, with singers possessing entire 
lexicons of references to hundreds of recordings, many of which are available on the 
Internet. It is not at all uncommon for singers from different ensembles to ask each 
other which exact recording a recently performed variant might have come from, and 
more often than not, these questions are not even necessary: unless a variant is 
particularly rare, the singers already know which one it is and can spot deviations and 
debate their intentionality with each other after and during 
53 To invoke another set of  Peircean trichotomies, there is continuous return to Firstness, a state of  
being that is all potentiality 
54 The ensemble is often referred to as Ensemble Shvidkatsa, not to be confused with a later 
Shvidkatsa created in 1957. 
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singing.55 The group, whose recording inspired Adilei’s name, largely consisted of 
singers from the Khukhunaishvili family, famous for their signature variants of Gurian 
songs. Alongside several other individuals and families (such as Vladimer Berdzenishvili, 
Samuel Chavleishvili, the Erkomaishvilis, the Sikharulidzes, and others), the 
Khukhunaishvilis are part of what one might consider “canon” of Gurian folk 
performance. 
The three judges and the scholars huddled up on the balcony are an informed 
audience, one definitely familiar with the old recordings, the archives, and a plethora of 
variants of “Chven Mshvidoba.” And most of these individuals (certainly the judges, and 
at least several of my fellow scholars) are also aware of the fact that Khukhu, Adilei’s 
designated communicator, is himself a descendant of those same Khukhunaishvilis of 
Zemo Aketi. Therefore, when he starts singing the “Adilei” motif in the middle of “Chven 
Mshvidoba,” thus introducing an all-new variant of the song, this action is a kind of “wink” 
in the Geertzian sense
 
(Geertz 1977). And a wink, of course, is only meaningful when those 
being winked at know what a wink is,56 just like the insertion of one song into another is 
55 I remember being particularly impressed when after a 90-minute concert of Georgian folk 
singing, a few of my friends proceeded to discuss, in some detail, the choices of variants and the 
vocal configurations of the several ensembles. They did not take any notes, but could recall who 
sang which variant at which point, well enough to get into several heated debates amongst 
themselves. 
56 Geertz elaborates on Weber’s concept of social action by discussing an everyday gesture of 
winking (something he borrows from Gilbert Ryle) in terms of its subjective meaning. For a wink is 
only a wink if one intends it to be so: a wink, a blink or a twitch, though they are “as movements, 
identical” (6), do not mean the same thing, and while a wink is a product of forethought, blinks and 
twitches are but contractions of an eyelid, not attempts at communication. If a boy winks to another 
one, he is doing so deliberately, and according to an existent social code, of  which both parties need 
to be aware in order for the wink to communicate what it does. Now if  another boy decides to 
parody the original wink, another layer of  meaning is added, a different message is being 
communicated. This boy might employ grotesque, clownish movements, but in the event that his 
wink is taken in earnest, his undertaking fails, and the intended ridicule misses its mark. Perhaps, 
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only meaningful for a specific audience. For a moment, let us consider the context of  this 
performance: the first round of  a nation-wide festival/competition that centers around a 
quest to reward traditional folklore.57 The criteria for this pursued authenticity were never 
made public or clear: this information was not presented in any of  the official 
announcements, presentations, programs, or other copy for any of  the events. The 
participating groups were told that they were to perform khalkhuri (folk) songs in a 
“traditional” way, which specifically meant that first and second voices had to be sung 
by just one person each,58 and traditional instruments (chonguri, panduri, ch'uniri, changi) could 
be used, but without any kind of  modernized arrangements. For their part, the judges did 
not have set criteria either: each judge was free to score the performance according to his 
own tastes. Levan Veshapidze, who was on the jury, told me that he looked for 
“ethnographic character,” “cleanliness” of  the sound, and “ensemble spirit.” He said that 
the others on the jury looked for basically the same things, but in somewhat different orders 
(Veshapidze, Levan. 2017. Facebook communication with the author. October 15). Given 
this structure of  operation, Khukhu’s singing “wink” acquires added weight: it is an index 
of  his lineage, as well as of  the fact that the ensemble as a whole is not only aware of  
tradition and well enough versed in it to be able to recall particular moments in particular 
recordings with great precision, but also, in keeping with the Gurian mantra of  never 
this boy might practice in front of  a mirror, and so on. 
57 It is noteworthy that this competition, though still heavily leaning in favor of polyphony, did also 
include other musical forms, such as solo singing, and the saz. (There were actually several separate 
disciplines, including folk poetry and dance, but I will only focus on singing here) 
58 This is true for songs from all regions of Georgia: more than one person never sings either of the 
higher parts. 
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singing a song the same way twice (and certainly not repeating the same turn of  “Chven 
Mshvidoba” in a single performance), to actually create their own variant of  the song that 
incorporates a nod to their identity as an ensemble. 
 Let us now take a moment to more closely examine and contextualize the different 
elements of  the performance, so as to further understand the significance of  the variant.  
The first turn of  the song is primarily an icon, a reproduction of  a recording. The second 
turn, however, is also an index. As I have already mentioned, a recalling of, a pointing to, 
lineage, history, tradition, happens at the moment when a Khukhunaishvili variant of  
“Adilei” is spliced into “Chven Mshvidoba” by a Khukhunaishvili. The most recognizable 
motif  takes place in the second voice, while the first voice and bass proceed more or less as 
usual, thus the historical thread is rendered all the more apparent. Of  course, the symbolic 
relationship between the song as it is performed in that instance, and the idea of  the song 
and its historical and musical context is always present by virtue of  each instance of  
performance being dictated by a particular set of  conventions. The second voice’s function 
is to deliver any actual text a song might have: it is generally the second voice that carries 
the semantic meaning in Gurian (and not only Gurian) songs. As an informed member of  
the audience, privy to as much information as the judges, I recall thinking that it must have 
been Khukhu’s variant of  the song, and I have since found out that I was not alone in this 
initial perception. Indeed, the judges, too, assumed as much. The logic, cleverness, and 
elegance of  the gesture made us want this to be the case, and we were given no reason to 
think otherwise. There was also an element of  daftness at play: this was a risky move, a 
cheeky move, and paired with the ensemble’s distinctly ordinary clothing as opposed to 
traditional chokhas and daggers, indicated a key difference in attitude. The visual markers or 
indexes of  “authenticity” or “tradition,” as we have come to expect them (having seen a 
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dozen or so other ensembles that day alone, and many more over the course of  the years) 
were completely and decidedly absent; the group looked and behaved in an everyday 
fashion. The spectacle was essentially absent. “We don’t need to display tradition,” they 
seemed to be saying, “we are tradition”. Though this declaration may be but conjecture on 
my part, the impression was eventually formed and confirmed by many conversations with 
the ensemble members. The practice of  singing every day, without the need for an 
identifiable audience—and thus no need for costumes either—has been the most important 
part of  the group’s existence.  
 I recall another episode, involving the same group, which re-emphasizes this 
sentiment. One evening we were sitting in our friend’s bar in Tbilisi, entertaining our guests, 
the Yale Slavic Chorus, who had just had a concert in that same bar. The group consisted 
of  several Yale women, the bar’s owner, Zoe – a French woman who had been living in 
Tbilisi for some ten years and is herself  a skilled performer of  Georgian music, Khukhu, 
Deme, two singers from a different ensemble, and myself. We were all drinking wine, and 
the members of  the Yale Chorus and the Georgian singers were taking turns singing songs 
from their repertoires, trying to find songs in common, and even teaching each other bits 
of  refrains.  Since Adilei was represented by just two people, as was the other Georgian 
ensemble, the four men (who are very friendly with each other) had to accommodate each 
other’s repertoires. At one point, a song came up: “Ali Pasha”, a well-known, well-loved and 
very popular Gurian epic that involves yodeling and tells the story of  Ottoman war and 
betrayal. Needless to say, there is an abundance of  recordings and variants of  the song. 
Khukhu and Deme wanted to sing Ali Pasha, and so they turned to the other two singers, 
and asked one of  them to fill in the remaining part. “Which variant?” he asked, and listed 
a number of  variants, his phone at the ready with the recordings. “Oh, come on,” said 
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Khukhu, “that is not how we operate. Just start singing.” What Khukhu implied here was 
that to him (and by extension, to the ensemble), improvising on the spot was the only way. 
He was not interested in copying variants, even if he greatly admired them. On another 
occasion, the same singer asked another Adilei singer (Levan) who had just finished his turn 
of “Chven Mshvidoba,” whose variant he had been singing. “Oh, I have no idea,” Levan 
replied, “I just made it up,” he answered.  
 The takeaway here is not a critique of the other singers: being fluent in old 
recordings is not only an asset, but even a requirement for most serious practitioners of the 
tradition.  Most performances are essentially either close approximations of a particular 
variant all the way through, or, more creatively, compilations of several variants. In fact, 
improvisation as such often consists of the ability to mix up different variants in unexpected 
ways. Adilei, for all their spontaneity, often do exactly that as well. After all, to echo Brian 
Fairley (2020b), there are “frames” or, as he calls them, “formulas” that exist in Gurian trio 
songs that help determine a singer’s next move. But Adilei’s willingness to “make things up” 
is nevertheless noteworthy because it deviates from the established norm and the common 
attitude that all the best variants have already been created by the great masters of yore. 
This willingness is also a willingness to make mistakes, to take things too far and challenge 
the “formulas” themselves, even if it does not work. The group is more than capable of 
delivering a spotless performance, but they are also capable of imploding, or exploding.59 
It is rare, but it has, on occasion, happened. As the group progresses and the members learn 
from their successes and debacles, they have relegated outright experimentation to informal 
59 I have witnessed this several times when the group performs a naduri (work song) from their 
repertoire. With each turn, the song is supposed to gradually rise in pitch, and so it does, but 
Adilei have on occasion pushed too far, causing one of the yodelers to “explode”, as they say 
because the pitch got too high.  
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settings, while continuing to improvise within the formulas on stage, as they did during the 
performance at the Folk Center competition.  
Fig 2.1 (left to right) back row: Konstantine (Kote) Chavleshvili, Sandro Natadze, Beka Buchukuri. 
Trio: Demetre Kiria, Giorgi Khukhunaishvili, Lasha Bedenashvili. 
Fig 2.2 (left to right): Demetre Kiria, Giorgi Khukhunaishvili, Lasha Bedenashvili 
Fig 2.3 Ensemble Adilei in 2015. L to R, back row: Nodar Japaridze, Ilia Jgharkava (left in March 
2016), Konstantine (Kote) Chavleshvili, Sandro Natadze, Beka Buchukuri. Front row: Demetre Kiria, 
Giorgi Khukhunaishvili, Lasha Bedenashvili. (Not pictured: Temur Darchia, Levan Bitarovi).       
Photos: Marina Kaganova. Taken at the Tbilisi State Covervatoire. 
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II. Unexpected complications
 Some weeks after the first round of  the competition, I asked the singers which one 
of  them, exactly, came up with the variant of  the second turn of  the song. “It was Deme,” 
they said “it’s his variant.” And just like that, the “wink” ceased to be a genuine wink and 
became a mimesis of  the wink instead. It is an index that is more complex than it first lets 
on: as if  a cigarette is being smoked in a dark room with a fog machine on: the smell faintly 
noticeable in the clouds, but overpowered with the particular powdery smell of  the fog 
itself. When discussing this moment with another member of  the group (who was not in 
the trio), Sandro Natadze, he asked that I indicate whose variant of  the song was 
performed, should I ever write about it. “It doesn’t really matter what it might have looked 
like,” he said. “The way I see it, the fact is that Deme made up the variant, and that is the 
truth of  the matter,” he said, “and if  you discuss this moment, you should present the truth” 
(Natadze, Sandro. 2017. Interview with author. March 15). Sandro was worried that I 
would bend the facts to fit a narrative I was pursuing and grew almost uneasy. “Well of  
course,” I reassured him, “now I know it’s Deme’s, but you do have to admit that it doesn’t 
look that way if  you’re not in the choir, or well, me. It looks as if  you are doing a very 
particular kind of  thing here,” I remember saying. I explained to Sandro that for me, the 
moment Khukhu made the decision to go ahead and sing that particular variant, two 
“truths”—to borrow Sandro’s nomenclature—came into existence, almost creating an 
alternate timeline. One was the factual “truth,” about which Sandro had a strong opinion: 
Deme thought of  the move, and so if  we were to follow the tradition of  naming particular 
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arrangements after their inventors or ensembles, this variant might later become known as 
the Adilei variant, or as the Kiria variant. The second “truth,” however, was the initial 
perception, the effect contemporaneous with the performance, that Khukhu was the 
innovator. The interpetant that was brought into semiotic being at that moment did not 
simply stop existing because the fact of  the variant’s creation was in a way mis-perceived. 
That moment produced a new sign in my mind, and in the minds of  others, too, and that 
sign did not die as soon as I found out the correct attribution. More so, that sign is certainly 
alive and well for all those who never did learn the factual truth and simply left the 
competition that day, perhaps never to hear this variant again. 
 Sandro related to me that the ensemble did become aware—if  not consciously and 
not even immediately, but certainly after the performance, when one of  the judges said 
something to the effect of, “What a great variant Giorgi has come up with!”—that the 
lineage connection would be brought up. An informed audience was likely to make the 
assumption that Giorgi Khukhunaishvili (a descendant of  Gurian folk pedigree) had been 
the inventor of  the variant. After all, last names carry great import in Georgia in general: 
when people meet for the first time, last names will come up almost immediately and a 
discussion about the last names of  relatives (and possibly even friends) is likely to follow. 
This propensity presents itself  even more so in the world of  folk music, where there have 
been many important singing families and dynasties. The belief  that certain vocal qualities 
associated with particular regions are genetic, rather than socially transmitted or learned, 
is widespread; these vocal qualities can become a very large part of  one’s sense of  identity. 
This identity is almost always tied to regional roots, which in turn are manifest in  one’s  last  
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name.60 
 In seeking a deeper meaning, our minds wanted to make this connection. Upon 
finding out the truth, I do recall that I felt a bit disappointed—exactly as Sandro had 
expected and feared—that things no longer fit so neatly into a narrative of  transmission, 
homage, tradition and lineage. There was a hurdle now that I could not dismiss: the chain 
of  signification continued on, adding a new series of  effects—my disappointment among 
them—to the concept of  “Chven Mshvidoba”. 
 The more people relocate to the capital, Tbilisi, the stronger these kinds of  identity-
markers—voice, last names—seem to grow. Deme, the actual “author” of  the variant (a 
Megrelian by birth, and not a Gurian), says he hadn’t thought about its potential 
misattribution. In fact, the choice to sing the song in that particular way, he says, had been 
a split-second decision that took place immediately before the ensemble took the stage 
(Kiria, Demetre. Interviews with the author. March 15, 2016; December 29, 2017).       
 According to Lasha, who sang the first voice in the trio, the only time he recalls 
having practiced the variant was, in fact, on that very day, backstage (Bedenashvili, Lasha. 
2017. Interview with the author. August 21). The choice of  song and variant is always 
complicated, especially when a lot is at stake and one is being quite literally judged on the 
performance. This particular moment of  choice is more complicated still because, besides 
the winks and indexes and the paying of  homage to heritage and tradition, it also includes 
an element of  spontaneity as well as a certain selflessness, or abandonment of  ego on 
60 For example, I have been told countless times that I have been able to learn Georgian (which is 
often a sufficiently discouraging hurdle for doing fieldwork in Georgia) relatively painlessly because 
my grandmother happened to have been from Georgia (though she left some 60 years before I ever 
even visited, and did not teach the language to anyone in the family. I am thus often told that I 
have a genetic predisposition for the language, just as I am told the same thing when I sing 
something acceptably well. 
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Deme’s part. Despite not necessarily recognizing that the variant would be misattributed, 
he was certainly aware that he would not be called out as its inventor by the public.  
 This is not a unique occurrence; singers do not go on stage or gather around the 
table and announce that they will now sing their variant of  a song—they “just do it”. There 
is a way in which lending one’s voice and skill in this context also implies a divorce from it 
— in other words, though the voices of  the singers are their own and serve as important 
identity-markers, when the three (or more) of  them sing together, their voices are 
completely co-dependent and indivisible, and together form one body — a body in song.61 
 At the same time, during the particular performance in question, Khukhu, while 
“winking” to the informed “out-audience,” his utterance an index of  lineage and history, 
he himself  also acts as an index of  Deme to the “in–audience,” that is, the rest of  the 
ensemble. (Later this in-audience would also include me and other friends of  the group 
who learned about the variant). By this token, anytime any singer begins any variant of  any 
song in this tradition, the singer becomes an index of  other people: the semeiotic process 
here involves not only the song itself, but the process of  its transmission, all performers 
constantly, in a sense, becoming each other and themselves disappearing into their voices. 
 The kind of  divisions created by who is in the know, and who is not—the misleading 
indexes—playfully create a certain kind of  community, one that is not visible on the surface 
but is strong and binding beneath, like a root system. The singers, their close friends, and 
their families, all share in a kind of  lore that is inaccessible to anyone who is not somehow 
vetted or accepted into the circle. Indexes are sent out all the time to the public, both 
consciously and unconsciously, in the choices of  certain songs to be performed, in the way 
61 The moment people step into a polyphonic or perhaps any kind of song can be seen as a moment 
of Durkheimean “collective effervescence” or solidarity. (1912 [2008]) 
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they are performed, who they are performed by, and for whom. 
 
 
Fig 2.4 Singers from Zemo Aketi (1913). From left: Serapion Kukulava, Kotsia and Almaskhan 
Khukhunaishvili (seated), Zakaria Pipaishvili, Razhden, Besarion and Esopi Khukhunaishvili (standing). 
 
III. Evaluating Tradition62  
 
 
 Let us now consider the competition, which has served as the main setting of  this 
chapter, and look more closely at its structure, organization, and the criteria for the 
evaluation of  the participants. The contest—the 2016 National Folklore Festival—was 
organized and supported by the Ministry of  Culture and the Folklore Center of  Georgia. 
 
62 Following our earlier discussion of tradition and heritage in Chapter 1, I want to specify that 
when I discuss tradition here, I use the term in accordance with my Georgian interlocutors. Since 
they refer to their singing “tradition” in this context, I too use this word, (though the meaning is 
also consistent with the localized understanding of the concept as opposed to the globalized one we 
apply to heritage).  
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Almost no folk-related event of  any importance takes place anywhere in Georgia without 
some degree of  participation of  either the Folklore Center or the Georgian Chanting 
Foundation (which was not directly involved in this festival). The Ministry of  Culture’s 
involvement is rarer and more selective, and most events are financed and sponsored by the 
other two organizations with the help of  various banks, wine companies, and so on. 
 The State Folklore Center, together with the Georgian Chanting Foundation, 
sponsors a series of  “choirmaster” (lot’bari) schools, the most notable being the Giorgi 
Mtats’mindeli College in Tbilisi. This particular institution, which is directly funded by the 
same people who run the Georgian Chant foundation, prepares folk ensemble leaders, who 
are then deployed throughout the regions to teach children and, often enough, direct adult 
ensembles as well. 
 The money for the college comes, in part, from a man named Vano Chkhartishvili, 
who is referred to, in all official copy from the Georgian Chanting foundation and 
elsewhere, simply as “businessman,” with no allusion as to what sort of  businessman he is, 
and what sort of  businesses he deals in. Businessman Vano Chkhartishvili’s wife, Nana 
Gotua, runs the Georgian Chanting Foundation and acts a prominent figure and 
philanthropist in folk music. The very same businessman owns the wine company Shilda, 
which often provides wine for after-concert receptions and events. As of  2017, the wine 
company also sponsors and serves as an eponym for an all-new ensemble, which is led by 
the Bidzinishvili brothers, and specializes in Kakhetian songs. The ensemble has been well 
received among informed audiences like my interlocutors and ordinary listeners alike. 
Within no time at all, Shilda was already performing at all sorts of  large-scale events, 
dressed in chokhas with daggers and all the traditional accoutrements. 
 The sudden creation of  this new group raised the most questions among my fellow 
75 
scholars who had come from abroad; our local interlocutors generally expressed little 
surprise or criticism. To me it was strange that someone would go through all the effort of  
making a new group instead of  simply sponsoring an already existing ensemble, given the 
number of  qualified candidates. Why didn’t Shilda-the-wine-company just back ensemble 
P’atara Kakhi, which was already well-known, instead of  essentially taking that ensemble’s 
leadership and installing it in a new configuration (with some overlap) and under a new 
name? What was so important about the naming process? I came to realize that my 
interlocutors didn’t express much surprise because in a way, they were used to this modus 
operandi. Whether it was the Soviet (communist) state, or a (capitalist) business venture, 
whether by means of  forceful intervention or simple nudging, an external entity controlling 
funds and opportunities and making its own demands is nothing new.  I also came to realize 
that the naming process in this case was indeed doing similar work to what Giorgi 
Khukhunaisvhili’s last name was doing in the Adilei episode described at the beginning of  
this chapter (indexing a provenance, a lineage, a family history). Names are very important 
in Georgia, as is wine, which is the country’s main export. When the ensemble assumes the 
name of  the wine company, a linkage is formed that simultaneously indexes two of  
Georgia’s biggest exports, mater ia l  and cultural: in a way by indexing each other, the 
singing group and the wine manufacturer strengthen their individual symbolic meanings, 
too.  
*** 
 The main branch of  the Folklore Center (usually referred to as “the folk center”) in 
Tbilisi (several regional branches exist throughout Georgia) is populated largely with the 
members of  State Ensemble Basiani. The ensemble’s director, Giorgi Donadze, is also the 
director of  the Folk Center. Members of  Basiani can be found in administrative positions, 
76 
as well as in charge of  photography, sound, and video recordings at various events. Their 
prior qualifications or work experience in these areas are largely unclear and unknown to 
the general public. Most of  the current employees of  the Folk Center were hired before my 
time, so to speak, and I cannot address the process. Donadze obtained his current position 
after the former director of  the Folk Center, Giorgi Ushikishvili was ousted, for what my 
interlocutors refer to as “political” reasons, without any further elaboration. 
 Donadze, with the backing of  Anzor Erkomaishvili, a sort of  living legend in the 
world of  Georgian folk music (see Fairley 2020a), took over. Apart from the members of  
Donadze’s own ensemble, the Folk Center also employs members of  women’s ensembles 
Ialoni and Nanina, and men’s folk ensemble Didgori. At the same 2016 competition, Ialoni 
won and Nanina placed third in the category of  “Best Women’s Ensemble,” while Didgori 
split first place with Ensemble Shemokmedi—an affiliate of  regional branch of  the Folk 
Center from Ozurgeti, Guria—in the category of  “Best Young (Male) Ensemble,” the same 
category in which Adilei shared second place with ensemble Amaghleba.  
  These categories themselves, however, appeared rather vague and flawed in terms 
of  communicating how the participants were classified. Looking at the performers 
competing in the “Young Ensemble” category, it was unclear who exactly qualified as 
“young”: there were no designated age limits or requirements. Though Adilei themselves 
largely refrained from commentary, several of  my interlocutors outside the ensemble were 
more than skeptical about the entire selection process. “How can you judge,” one 
anonymous interlocutor said, “Kakhetian music against Gurian music—they are so 
different and require such a different skillset that it is impossible! So why did P’atara Kakhi 
[an ensemble specializing in Kakhetian songs, lead by the Bidzinishvili brothers] get third 
place [in the young ensemble category]?  Nobody at this competition sang Kakhetian songs 
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better than they did!” (R. personal communication March 24, 2017). The implication here, 
of  course, is that the setup of  the competition inherently put more value on certain regional 
styles: there was, curiously, no accounting for the diversity of  Georgian polyphonic songs, 
a trait that is accentuated and celebrated at every concert, event, lecture or publication—
in short, any chance anyone gets to talk about Georgian music. In another glitch, Kasleti, 
a women’s ensemble performing Svan music initially did not place in their category, which 
came as a surprise to most of  the informed audience (the various local and foreign 
ethnomusicologists and singers), and for good reason: the judges had made a mistake, and 
Kasleti was retroactively awarded second place, though this was not well publicized, if  it 
was announced at all. Rumors about other “wrong” scorecards also circulated in the folk 
music community, but remained in the realm of  hearsay. For all the pomp and 
circumstance, the Oscar-like music that followed the announcement of  the winners (a stark 
contrast to the hush-hush atmosphere of  the first round of  the competition), and the air of  
gravity that persisted throughout the “festival”, the sloppiness in categorizations, criteria, 
and judgment itself, presented a contradicting picture. The issue here is complicated by the 
money factor. Fairly significant sums were involved, and to some extent the competition 
was actually about whether or not certain regional groups would receive support from the 
Ministry of  Culture or the Folk Center in the future. Winners received cash prizes (between 
1000 and 5000 lari,63 depending on category) on the spot, which for some groups were 
rather significant. After all, most participants did not get paid to be in their ensembles, 
unless these ensembles are designated municipal ensembles, which exist both in Tbilisi and 
throughout the regions. 
 
63 The exchange rates at the time were approximately 2.5 lari for a dollar. A tonis p’uri (bread baked 
in a special kiln, sold hot out of sometimes literal holes-in-the-wall) costs around 1 lari. 
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 There was a strong emphasis on preservation, recovery, salvation of  Georgian folk 
traditions throughout the festival, often implying recovery and salvation from the Soviet 
regime. And yet, as I found myself  watching the final round of  the competition, which took 
place over three (very hot) summer days, I could not help but be reminded of  the way Mark 
Slobin had described the Soviet approach to regional folk music practices. The Soviet 
government was, as he points out, guided by a particular process, which came with a set of  
guidelines:  
1. A rule-setting bureaucracy. A combination of  state and party
administrators and activists produced a complex structure that operated at
officially defined levels of  the music culture. […] 2. A set of  standardized
formats and venues. Festivals, parades, competitions, local houses of  culture,
and amateur troupes at various levels of  support, proficiency, and national
visibility provided places and moments, hooks on which to hang the
acceptable forms of  music-making […] 3. The ubiquitous presence of
official repertoires. The masters of  music decided to create a shared
experience of  daily life and communal memory, exploiting the appeal of
arranged folk songs, mass songs, movie musicals, and radio hits (the last
three combinable into one package (Slobin 1996: 10-11).
 Barring the third point in Slobin’s list64, the festival closely complied to the very 
format, which it also publicly rejected, be it through the speeches of  presenters, opening 
and closing remarks, or mission statements of  its organizing institutions. The quest for 
“authentic” performance is always going to be more or less futile, because a tradition, like 
any living thing, grows and changes, and a definition of  authenticity often implies a sort of  
arrest. If  anything, my earlier example of  “Chven Mshvidoba” surely proves this point. 
Tradition, in this case a specific tradition of  vocal polyphony, essentially embodies 
64 One could argue, however, that though “mass songs” and “movie musicals” are things of the 
past, the notion of “official repertoire” is still present.  
79 
semeiosis. Peirce gives an example in his writing on habit formation, which to him was the 
final stage of  the semeiotic process, of  a river molding the very riverbed in which it runs 
(CP. 5.492). And just as the river is shaped by the rocks, so it continuously changes its own 
constraints by slowly and persistently chiseling away at the stones. In Peirce’s example, habit 
is to be thought of  as dynamic, as the river, which though it flows in seemingly the same 
banks, also gradually changes its route. And what is tradition, if  not a kind of  habit? 
 Yet, predictably, the judges did have particular ideas of  what tradition ought to be 
and judged accordingly. Regional ensembles that had made it to the final round were not 
allowed to perform anything that was not from their region’s accepted repertoire, while 
groups from Tbilisi could perform what they pleased. Village ensembles, family ensembles, 
and municipal ensembles competed in separate categories.65  
   Rosemary Coombe and Lindsay Weiss make the following observation regarding 
what they refer to as “ther heritage movement”, which I find is very applicable to the 
situation at competition described above: 
Instead of any simple abandonment of heritage management to local 
authorities, for instance, we witness a devolution of authority to new 
agencies and coalitions of agencies, joint partnerships, public-private 
alliances, and multiscalar assemblages of NGOs, international authorities, 
and transnational agencies (Coombe 2012: 378). A proliferation of relevant 
fields of authority, influence, and decision making in heritage policy work 
increasingly make simple state–society dichotomies difficult to maintain 
when heritage governance is constituted synergistically through 




65 Nino Tsitsishvili (2007: 31) discusses the “requirements of authenticity and nationality 
(erovnuli)”as propagated by the State Folklore Center, in similar terms, pointing out that local 
performers have to “negotiate their repertoire with the local cultural representatives” — which is 
essentially what the participants of the competition at hand had to do in order to qualify for the 
first round or advance to the next one. Though more musical diversity was acknowledged in this 
particular competition than ones before it, little had truly changed between 2007, when 
Tsitsishvili’s article was written, and 2015-2016, when this competition was taking place.    
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This observation very much applies to the peformers in the situation at hand: though the 
peformers came from different locations, and were supposed to represent “traditional 
practices,” they were to abide by a set of rules, which came not from their lived experiences, 
their own understandings and interpretations of their traditional practices, but from the 
centrally controlled, Tbilisi-based institutions.,. The result is confusion, inconsistency, and, 
often enough, resentment, as groups argue about who has an “in” with the judges, who 
truly preserves traditions and who simply performs them, and who is more or less deserving 
of financial support. 
 We need look no further to see an illustration of these tensions than the case of 
Ensemble Riho, the winner of the municipal ensemble category of the competition. Riho 
was formed during Soviet times in Svaneti and has been run by the Pilpani family (the late 
songmaster Islam Pilpani was at the time still nominally the artistic director). Riho’s 
performance at the festival was generally lauded, but to many of  my interlocutors, the irony 
of  the group’s win came from the fact that, back in Svaneti, Vakhtang (Vakho) Pilpani, 
Islam’s son and the everyday director of  the group, regularly has the group perform a 
variety of  poppy guitar numbers (including hits by the Beatles and folk-influenced 
composed Georgian songs) for tourists and limits the traditional repertoire to a few 
celebrated pieces—and this is no secret. A number of  my interlocutors rolled their eyes at 
Riho’s win, pointing out that all the soloists were old men from other village choirs in 
Svaneti, and claiming that had these village choirs had funding, Riho would have nobody, 
barring Islam, who actually knew the music and may have experienced it in a traditional, 
everyday context. 66 
66 Islam Pilpani passed away in March 2017, less than a year after the competition was concluded. 
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 Riho itself  is an entity that has, to a large extent, swallowed up and now contains 
other smaller village ensembles, which only appear, now, at these big festivals, and sing one 
or two songs together. These small ensembles generally consist of  old men: the young 
people, it seems, all choose to sing in Riho, perhaps because they get paid for it. These 
village choirs, often consisting of  members of  one or two families, generally do not hold 
regular rehearsals or concerts, though the family members might still informally sing 
together or teach foreigners. Riho was a Soviet creation, made to showcase Svan tradition, 
and in many ways, it has never stopped functioning as one: it is still a very large municipal 
choir, which performs steady, consistent repertoire with little alteration. 
 But why shouldn’t Vakho play his guitar, one might ask? Certainly, he has every 
right to, but in so doing, does he also misrepresent Svan tradition, or more precisely, leave 
practice behind in favor of  performance, as some of  my interlocutors believe? Is the 
tradition, in actuality, reserved only for the stage, or the paying customer? Is the idea that 
tradition can only exist in remote villages, simply no longer a valid one to be holding on to? 
It might seem like an obvious notion today, yet both foreign and Georgian 
ethnomusicologists alike (the latter to a higher degree) have a hard time letting go of  the 
paradigm of  the village as locus of  tradition, even though village life as a whole is in decline 
throughout the country. Students of  ethnomusicology at the Tbilisi State Conservatoire, for 
example, are not encouraged to work on any non-Georgian musical tradition, and therefore 
must complete their fieldwork in Georgia, usually in rural areas. As a result, Tbilisi-
educated ethnomusicologists, who learn particular regional (or sometimes individual 
village) repertoires from recordings, conduct not so much learning expeditions, as teaching 
ones. They frequently end up helping direct or assemble municipal ensembles, using old 
archival recordings as the main reference point, and instructing the local singers.  
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IV. The Work of  a Song
 I now want to return to the beginning, to the three men in mismatched outfits, 
singing “Chven Mshvidoba.” Provided this brief  overview of  institutional politics in place, 
I wonder if  we might read Adilei’s performance as a kind of  alternate discourse, the way 
Lila Abu-Lughod reads Bedouin performances of  ghinnawa poetry: “The same people who 
so energetically present themselves as invulnerable and assertive in loss situations, who 
dramatically disavow the experiences of  helplessness, vulnerability, or passivity that would 
compromise their images of  being strong and independent, portray themselves differently 
through their poems” (2000: 206-7). Abu-Lughod argues that this difference in self-
presentation and perception that occurs during the performance of  ghinnawa poetry 
constitutes an alternate discourse that allows for expressions of  vulnerability and woe, 
which are otherwise restricted in everyday communications.  
 In the case of  Adilei, it is not feelings and confessions that are being expressed, but 
a certain defiance and a commitment to a particular understanding of  tradition and 
practice. The group was criticized for not wearing traditional outfits—something that had 
come up before, and therefore was to be expected—yet once again, they did not procure 
any of  the “cultural” attributes: instead they made a claim to “owning” the tradition (by 
experimenting within it) without needing to “perform” it. The simultaneous refusal to don 
chokhas and the cheeky play of  the trickster variant clearly communicate the group’s 
priorities and concerns: to sing, rather than perform the songs in everyday life, and to uphold 
and develop the improvisational, spontaneous aspect of  the polyphonic tradition, rather 
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than stand guard to an unchanging artifact. Yet these sentiments are not normally expressed 
outright.67  
 Adilei’s performance in the final round of  the competition also serves as a good 
example of  this: as I have mentioned, Adilei came in second overall in their category, with 
a performance of  a two-choir, four-part naduri (work song), “Jikura.”  They were advised to 
prepare a work song (these songs are sometimes called “Georgian symphonies” and are 
the hardest to sing). The naduri genre is particularly beloved by folk singers, who themselves 
often express wonderment at the complexity of  these pieces. These songs often have a 
fourth voice part added to the traditional three. The four are mtkmeli (beginner, literally 
“teller,” middle or second voice), k’rimanch’uli/gamq'ivani (top voice), bani (low voice), and 
shemkhmobari (a high drone), the last appearing only in naduris (Natadze, Sandro. 2018. 
Interview with author. August 8). 
 Originally, these songs were performed for hours on end while people worked in the 
fields, but their contemporary arrangements are usually about six to ten minutes long, 
which is already much longer and more physically demanding than most Georgian songs, 
which usually go on for two to four minutes.68 A naduri will usually have anywhere between 
ten and twenty mukhli, each consisting of  several back-and-forth exchanges of  variations on 
 
67 On one occasion, in August 2019, I did hear a member of Adilei (Khukhu) state this in an informal 
conversation with a soundspace curator visiting Georgia for the first time. After spending much of 
their time at breakfast discussing the process of creation of folk music, and the tendency, in recent 
history, to declare one way of performing folk music “the way,” the guest suggested that “now there 
are people who are trying to save whatever is left of this tradition.” Khukhu, however, shook his 
head. “Some people have this opinion,” he said, “But I prefer people who sing for passion. Not 
because ‘I am saving this tradition’ and sentiments like that. You have to sing because you enjoy it 
in the moment.” (Khukhunaishvili, Giorgi. 2019. Conversation with author. July 30) 
 
68 Some exceptions include “Shvidkatsa” or “Khasanbegura” in Guria, wherein the performers 
(structured in a trio-choir formation) can go on and on as long as they would like, round dances, 
such as “Tamar Dedpal” and others in Svaneti, and other dancing songs which have several mukhli 
(literally: knee, but in this context “part”). 
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a melodic or rhythmic theme (Shughliashvili, Davit. 2018. Interview with author. August 
10; Natadze 2018). These mukhli can usually be grouped into larger sections. The 
beginning is usually slow and arrhythmic, with solos from the mtkmeli (second voice) and 
the melodic line carried out by the k’rimanch’uli or gamq'ivani. Then, the next section is 
where the rhythm and melody are of  equal importance, and also where the mtkmeli sings 
the main text. Gradually the song speeds up and rises in pitch, culminating with rhythm 
coming to the foreground, eventually eclipsing the melody altogether (Natadze, Sandro. 
2018. Interview with author. August 8). Understandably, because of  the structural 
complexity and the physical demands of  a song like this, many ensembles usually end their 
concerts with a naduri, to go out with a “bang,” so to speak. Consequently, the ensembles 
that made it to the Folk Center’s competition’s final round were advised to prepare one to 
show their technical prowess.  
Adilei took on the challenge, as did almost every other group, and accomplished this 
with a configuration of  seven people, instead of  the u s u a l l y  necessary eight (two 
choirs with four parts each), something nobody would have suggested. Though one of  the 
members was going to be away for work during the scheduled performance, and there are 
plenty of  three-part work songs, the group decided to go ahead and learn and perform this 
particular number anyway because, as they said, they “just liked it so much”.  
 The actual performance involved considerable heroics on the part of  Levan 
Bitarovi, who found himself  having to sing the high drone (shemkhmobari) in both choirs – 
no small feat given that the song gradually speeds up, and the entrances of  the alternating 
choirs move away from a call-and-response structure and start to overlap more and more. 
On the surface, the group complied with what they were told, but their choice of  the 
particular song, and decision to go through with it despite the missing eighth singer, also 
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sent a message that in reality, nobody can tell them what to do. It was lucky, perhaps, that 
they did manage to deliver an incredible performance, but nevertheless, one of  the judges 
took off  points because there were only seven singers: this was, to him, a “non-traditional 
configuration.” As we later found out, this grade most likely cost Adilei the first place 
(Khukhunaishvili, Giorgi. 2016. Interview with author. July 2). And yet they were neither 
disappointed nor offended because tradition, to them, was not defined by the festival’s 
criteria, as was clear from their performances throughout the competition. A good 
rendition of  a song did not necessarily mean a perfect “performance” on a stage. To them 
it was very much a living habit, and they insisted on adhering to their own definitions of  it, 
continuing to favor singing around tables, during hikes, walks, subway rides, and any time 
enough people were around to fill the parts.  There were some “imperfections,” such as a 
blunder on Khukhu’s part just over a minute into the song: he stayed silent instead of  going 
on with a yodeling pattern, and only re-entered the phrase at the end, something he quickly 
converted into a variant by intentionally repeating his actions in the next phrase. This 
imperfection, or the incompleteness of  the group in terms of  the missing eighth singer, do 
not necessarily signify shortcomings, or a “lack.” Maybe Khukhu’s inadvertent variant is 
“bad” or “uninteresting” (“What kind of  variant was that?” Sandro said to me some days 
later, having listened to the recordings of  the performance) and maybe to a trained ear it is 
obvious that it was an error followed by a cover-up, but at the same time, it was created in 
the moment, changing the song as the group had learned and rehearsed it. “I messed up a 
bit in the beginning,” Khukhu later told me, “but singing the naduri with the guys was 
really a great feeling. It made me happy” (Khukhunaishvili, Giorgi. 2016. Personal 
communication. July 2). The song is a process, and each exchange between the two sides is 
quite literally a dialogue: each singer adds something to the conversation, listening closely 
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to the other side as well as his own, so as to allow for a constant re-interpretation of  the 
variants, cadences, and patterns. This is what keeps the semiosis, the sign-producing 
process, alive and going, and thus triggers more and more diverse responses from the singers 
themselves and the audience. The song-as-sign is kept alive through the unexpected turns 
it can take, even in the hands of  experienced singers. In a way, the worst thing that could 
happen to Adilei’s rendition of  “Jikura” is that it would become “canon,” as has happened 
to many old recordings—there are occasions when “mistakes” by the singers from a 
hundred years ago have been repeated note for note by their contemporary successors69—
because at that juncture, the semeiotic process would stop, and the sign would lose its 
potency and essentially die.  
 To this day, the members of  Adilei are proud of  their delivery of  “Jikura,” despite 
the usually sarcastic and critical stance most of  the group has about their own 
performances. They are proud of  it because, as they recall that moment, they tell me they 
felt so connected and in sync with each other that neither the competition, nor the 100-
degree temperature of  the room mattered: it is as if  the seven of  them made up for the 
absence of  the eighth singer by being so unified. Several of  the singers even joked about 
“Levan-the-hero,” as they called him, reaching a kind of  “nirvana” as he pulled his weight 
for both choirs, a bigger and bigger smile spreading across his face. “We wondered,” they 
said, “if  he was going to fall of  the stage or levitate.” Levan himself  later remarked that he 
was quite surprised by how loud and full his drone had sounded. “Usually it’s not so 
audible,” he said (Bitarovi, Levan. 2016. Interview. August 2). But at that moment, the 
individual voice and the individual Levan seemed to be functioning together, and in way, 
 
69  Some examples of this have been pointed out to me in conversation by Carl Linich, and are 
also discussed in Fairley 2020. 
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independently of  each other, the voice essentially following a kind of  inertia generated by 




What is interesting about Adilei as a group, whether one likes them or their 
performances or not, is that they have refused to have a real, singular leader, or director. 
Though Demetre Kiria serves as the sort of “de facto” musical director on paper, in reality, 
his word can be ignored just as readily as any other member’s. Several of the group’s 
members are particularly emphatic about Demetre not being an actual leader of any kind. 
“Adilei has never had a leader,” Sandro Natadze told me, “and will never have one.” Some 
of my informants, who are also friends of the group, have often criticized this lack of 
leadership. For example, all the way back in early 2016, when I was thinking about 
organizing a US tour for Adilei, one friend, a Gurian singer, said: “They need a real 
director, someone whose word is respected and followed.” But as I got to know the singers 
better and better, travelled with them throughout Georgia and abroad, their refusal to listen 
to these kinds of criticisms made more and more sense to me. Just as each singer can have 
an equally important part in the moment of song and feeds off the others’ creativity in order 
to fuel his own, Adilei’s members each have their own particular roles and responsibilities 
within the group, but no major decision is made without informing each member and 
getting his feedback. It would be wrong, however, to claim that Adilei evades hierarchy 
entirely and that there are no power struggles within the group: there are tensions, and the 
expected ebb and flow of close working relationships and even closer friendships.  
What is noteworthy, and reflective of  the singing practice itself—or at least the promises 
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of  the singing practice that may or may not be kept by its carriers—is that the hierarchies 
are fluid and the power transferrable. In fact, power, as I interpret its behavior here, most 
closely aligns with Foucault’s conception that “it is produced at every instant, at every point, 
or moreover in every relation between one point and another” (1979:93); it is not 
necessarily repressive, but also productive (1991:194).  
By the same token, Adilei has avoided having a designated manager, even when a 
situation calls for one. As someone who organized two US tours for (and with) them, my 
position as a manager was restricted by the group’s refusal to let me make decisions without 
giving everyone a chance to speak, which would surely sound nightmarish to any music 
professional. It is true, the decision-making process took painfully long, every time, but the 
upside was that the group also took on a good deal of  responsibility, and the process of  
planning and even on-the-ground logistics was distributed among several participants. An 
unexpected result of  this arrangement was that if  (or, really, when) something went wrong, 
there was not one person to blame, no scapegoat for the others. This does not mean that 
there was no anger, but the anger or frustration was, for the most part, shared, and after 
some heated moments, it would dissipate as the group searched for a solution. During these 
tours, I realized that the hierarchical fluidity also applied to me, and it was up to me to 
learn how to navigate it: I had authority and respect, but I did not always have them, and 
I had to be careful invoking them.70 I recall feeling frustrated that after months of  work 
Adilei would still refuse to acknowledge me as a manager—someone in charge—prior to 
the first tour; I did not see why I should still be referred to as a “friend.” This is not to say 
70 To quote the famous line by Foucault “Power is everywhere; not because it 
embraces everything, but because it comes from everywhere” (1979: 93)—one just has to know 
when and where to look. 
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that there was not a feeling of  mutual gratitude: the singers were thankful that I organized 
their tour, and I was grateful that they let me.  
I came to understand, however, that for them, the position of  a “manager” was a 
position of  an outsider, and they wanted us to be collaborators, and, yes, friends; they 
wanted me to be in on the jokes, and in on the fights, because for them, this signified equal 
footing, while the manager–ensemble dynamic was too rigid and too fraught. With the 
primary designation of  a friend (megobari), I could also temporarily act as a manager, but this 
would not have worked vice-versa. I should mention that several others, who have worked 
with Adilei in a similar capacity, have all said similar things, and while some found working 
with the group too frustrating, others have come to enjoy it for the comradery.  
*** 
 Because Adilei is, by most Georgian folk ensemble standards, small in terms of  the 
total number of  singers, the demands that each individual has to fulfill are greater. As much 
as their vocal ranges allow, the singers have to be able to seamlessly take on each other’s 
roles. As with any group, there are preferred combinations of  vocal timbres that create the 
iconic, immediately identifiable sound of  the group: there are essentially spaces that are 
filled not only by the p’irveli, meore, or bani, but specific voices with particular qualities —
tone, grain —that best fit the group’s understanding of  a particular song. In the case of  a 
member’s absence during the moment of  song, then, whoever steps in has the same sort of  
dilemma as anyone performing a cover: he either has to emulate the absentee’s voice or 
give his own interpretation. Adilei almost never does the former, unless it is in jest, when 
some of  the members parody each other’s quirks. Rather, the fact that each member and 
each voice carries with it a part of  the group’s existence, when singers take over parts usually 
sung by others they sing the way they want to: there is no standardized group sound or 
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voice. Even the two yodelers, Lasha Bedenashvili and Giorgi Khukhunaishvili, as Lasha 
puts it, have “completely opposing styles, which in the end somehow work together and 
make it a more interesting performance. Same goes for the gamodzakhili styles of  Sandro 
[Natadze] and Deme [Kiria]. So, when we sing a naduri, the two sides are totally different, 
but in the end we all create something together, and hopefully it works” (Bedenashvili, 
Lasha. 2019. Interview with author. July 12).  
 The textual play makes up a large part of  the group’s public and intimate singing. I use 
the term singing here, because there is quite a significant difference between singing, mghera, 
or song, simghera, and performance, shesruleba. When we are sitting around the table, or 
perhaps not even sitting, but preparing a meal or just “hanging out,” nobody says “what 
song should we perform?” it is always ra vimgherot? — “what shall we sing?” The language 
does not change when a stage is involved, and often enough, when discussing someone’s 
performance, Georgian singers use the same word as they would for someone saying 
something or speaking: k’argad ambobs (he/she/they “says/speaks” it well”), or am simgheras 
ver ambobs (he/she/they can’t “say” this song, i.e., the person does not sing a song well, or it 
is physically impossible for them to do so). But returning to the matter at hand, one example 
in particular can serve to illustrate what I mean when referring to textual play.  Adilei is 
particularly adroit at it and almost brazen about it.  The dancing song “Chaguna” from 
Ach’ara involves two or more singers, usually positioned on opposite sides, taking turns 
saying the text, while the top voice comes in and out with a gamq'ivani–style yodel, and 
several bani sing a simple, but rhythmic line of  “hey-a-wa-he-he–a–wa.” The soloists go back 
and forth, but at least the way Adilei performs the song, there isn’t an allotted number of  
lines each one says during his turn. Rather, because the text is not kept consistent and 
largely consists of  vocables, the soloists prompt each other. Traditionally, a song like 
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“Chaguna” might employ some variation of  one or several stock western Georgian texts, 
and there might not even be a connection between the contents of  the soloists’ lyrics. In the 
case of  Adilei’s take on the song, the stock texts and vocables are all present, but there are 
also moments that were thought of  on the spot, some of  which have now become part of  
“the way” Adilei sings the song, and some of  which continue changing based on the current 
situation. Since one of  the members of  the ensemble – Beka Buchukuri –who usually acted 
as one of  the soloists in this song, moved to Germany in 2016, at one point after his 
departure (nobody remembers when exactly was the first occurrence), the line Tashi bich’o, 
Buchukuro! Itamashe dabrdzandi-o started making appearances in the text (usually sung by 
Demetre Kiria). The line translates as “Hey Buchukuri, clap! Dance and sit down!” The 
line contains the word dabrdzandi, which is a polite imperative verb—“(you) sit down (take 
a seat)”—but apparently Temo “Jumata” Darchia once used it as a noun to remark on the 
size of  Beka’s behind by using the word as a noun, “ramkhela dabrdzandi akvs!” (what a big 
‘sit-down’ he has!) and dabrdzandi as a noun entered Adilei’s lexicon. With a very simple 
tweak, a-tamashe instead of  i-tamashe, the line then translates as something like, “Hey, 
Buchukuri, clap! Shake your ass!” On Adilei’s first CD, the recording of  “Chaguna” uses 
the first version of  the line with “i-”, but during a performance on live TV, knowing that 
the recording quality was not going to be great, and therefore most people wouldn’t make 
out the wordplay, and that Beka Buchukuri was going to see the clip in Germany, Deme 
sang the “a-” version. “Whenever people won’t get it or hear too clearly, we do that one,” 
he told me (Kiria, Demetre. 2018. Interview with author. March 20). The same song was 
also involved in a moment of  real storytelling when the group was on tour in New York. 
During a Brooklyn performance, the two soloists—in this case Deme and Khukhu—
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proceeded to have an entire in-song dialogue about the conditions of and treatment for the 
stomach problems of Lasha Bedenashvili (one of the yodelers), who did all he could not to 
burst out laughing, which was also part of their intent. The performance of the song, as far 
as the audience was concerned, was particularly inspired, and after the concert was over, 
several women came up to the singers asking what the song was about. “Actually,” I recall 
Khukhu responding, “one of the guys has some stomach problems, and we were singing 
about that” (Khukhunaishvili, Giorgi. 2017. Personal Communication. January 27). The 
women were surprised, but visibly entertained, and wished Lasha a speedy recovery.  
 There have been many other, similar moments in Adilei’s singing career: when 
the members were hungry after a concert, they proceeded to sing their entire 
repertoire, in three-and-four-part harmony, but with exclusively food-related lyrics 
(mostly odes to hot dogs and burgers) in the New York subway. Some days later, when the 
group called me up on stage, as was our custom at each consert, to sing the song 
“Merisuli” together, Levan Bitarovi, singing bani, suddenly changed the lyrics of the 
second verse. Instead of vai tu gshia, vai tu gts’q’uria (“woe if you are hungry, woe if you are 
thirsty”), he decided that since hunger was already part of the lyrics, he would continue 
with the subway singing theme, and replaced the second clause with vai tu hot-dogi.71 I was 
unable to finish the song due to the uncontrollable laughter that overtook me and my 
fellow singers, leaving the audience members both confused and amused. This kind of 
play keeps the repertoire interesting for the singers, especially when they are touring 
and have concerts nearly every day. In the anecdote above, even though the audience 
was not in on the joke, they were able to see the closeness and light-heartedness of the 
singers. These moments are also examples of what we might envision was the actual
71 Georgian nouns, in the nominative case, usually end in “i,” hence a hot dog is hot dogi, a 
hamburger a hamburgeri, and so on. 
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process of folk song-creation: singing about everyday events, exchanging news, making 
up lyrics to pass the time or to go with the activity at hand. 
But in the contemporary Georgian folk singing world, Adilei is sometimes seen as a 
rather closed community, despite their outward openness to experimentation and general 
community-focused approach. The close-knit group is very protective of each other and 
their way of singing and learning. Indeed, the very thing that makes them stand out, such 
as their improvisations and textual play, are based on inside jokes or other information, 
which only a select few will be aware of, and thus it is quite easy for other singers and singing 
friends to become alienated. They either have to somehow catch up or be left in the dark, 
with Adilei usually taking charge in terms of repertoire, pitch, lyrics, and the mood; for 
some, this makes Adilei seem too elitist, secretive, or snobby. In a way, one can also imagine 
Adilei as acting less like a folk ensemble and more like a kind of rock band with hidden 
messages in the lyrics and riffs, for the fans either to decipher or ignore.  
The members also fight with each other like a rock band: despite the egalitarian 
principles and democratic decision-making, it is quite common for members to accuse each 
other of “diva” antics, lack of punctuality, irresponsible behavior, and so on. The singers 
storm out of rehearsals and can argue for hours about anything and everything. Because 
there is no director or leader, different members have to take on the role of mediators in 
different conflicts, with the group drawing on individual temperaments and previous 
history with the parties-in-conflict to choose the mediators. In this way, the collective is 
consistent even in their feuds: whether the conflict is an attempt to gain the upper hand, or 
a matter of principles, the hierarchy remains fluid and changeable, with alliances formed 
and destroyed as needed. It is rare, but on some occasions, members have threatened to 
leave, and one did leave, albeit not for long. The rest were dismayed, but I was surprised to 
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see how calm they had remained once the member in question announced his departure. 
In a few weeks, however, the prodigal son returned. He couldn’t stand the thought, he said, 
of  not singing with them again.  
The singers themselves are well aware of  their propensities as a group, and often 
engage in self-parodies. On one occasion, I was an impartial observer of  an entire couch–
trial session, with members assigned the roles of  a psychological evaluator, a judge, and 
jury.72 The entire debate quickly devolved into absurdity, and everyone involved knew it, 
yet nonetheless chose to keep the charade up for almost an hour, thoroughly enjoying 
themselves. It was late, we were all in the lobby of  a small guesthouse in Ach’ara, and I 
asked if  perhaps they would finish soon. “Don’t you know us?” was the collective response, 
followed by a reminder that they had never resolved anything in one evening, even as a 
joke. These mock conflicts—as well as the real ones—serve as a way of  re-affirming the 
idea that everyone still has a chance at equal footing, even if  in practice some are naturally 
more pushy or vocal about their preferences than others.73 This dynamic would not be 
possible if  the group were to adhere to the more prevalent and rigid hierarchical structure 
of  a director leading everyone else. It remains to be seen if  Adilei’s chosen modus operandi 
is truly sustainable in the long run, but I would argue that for the time being it has been 
instrumental to their development as singers, their choices of  repertoire, and their on-stage 
(or at-the-supra) energy, as well as their ability to adjust to different environments 
72 The “defendant” in this mock trial had previously called the “plaintiff ” “dirty” and sworn to 
never share a sleeping space with him, but was now going back on his promise (because the other 
options were presumably even worse—that is, snorers). The plaintiff, however, found this behavior 
inconsistent, since the defendant had repeatedly declared himself  a man of  principles, and accused 
the defendant of  being a hypocrite. 
73 One might be reminded here of Evans-Pritchard’s concept of maintaining equilibrium in a 
government-less society through “fissions and fusions” from his famous piece on the Nuer (1940) 
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throughout their travels around the world. Some of  the latter can be attributed to their 
youth, but the constant re-evaluation and re-assertion of  each individual’s contributions 
and opinions also results in the members’ ability to cover for each other and get each other 
out of  potentially problematic or embarrassing situations without fear or threat of  
repercussions from an irate director.   
It seems that by vocalizing all their concerns, Adilei seeks to avoid the conflicts that 
have afflicted the Anchiskhati Choir, the group which members of  Adilei see as their 
forefathers, and in many cases, close friends and mentors. Anchiskhati was, by most 
accounts, the first group to truly undertake the project of  bringing the Georgian liturgical 
chant back to its roots, after the repressions it faced from both the Russian Empire, and the 
Soviet regime. Focused on research, original tuning, and improvisational variety, the group 
has garnered respect and admiration in Georgia and abroad. However, struggles over 
leadership and ideology first—and financial concerns more recently—– culminated in two 
major rifts. Anchiskhati has never been a state ensemble, and though several members are 
musicologists and ethnomusicologists, many have careers in other professions, and the 
group’s woefully underfunded budget has been a worrisome subject for some time. The 
second schism, which happened in 2018, resulted in two Anchiskhati choirs, competing 
over the name and the right to chant in the famous Anchiskhati church, the oldest in Tbilisi. 
One of  the new entities replenished itself  with younger singers and retained the name. The 
other, however, kept their place as chanters at Anchiskhati, even without the name. 
 Adilei, in their approach to song, their overall demeanor, and occupational diversity, have 
many similarities to Anchiskhati, but the choices they have made so far, in terms of  financial 
and social transparency, lack of  designated leadership, and collective decision-making, can 
be construed as an attempt to learn from the mistakes of  their mentors and pre-empt similar 
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situations in their ranks. As they get older and acquire more personal and professional 
responsibilities and subsequently less time, the main concern I have heard from them is not 
whether a conflict would break them up, but rather, if  they can physically continue to 
maintain their level of  commitment. At the same time, however, for all the times they have 
bemoaned their busy schedules, they also express an unwavering faith in their continued 
ability to rally and make it work. It is precisely because of  the fluid, decentralized power 
structure of  the group that this assertion is even possible: nobody gets kicked out, nobody 
is scolded, and nobody is forced.  
Fig. 2.5 Ensemble Adilei in Los Angeles, CA, April 2019.74 Photo: Leo Decristoforo 
(L to R: Beka Buchukuri, Nodar Japaridze, Levan Bitarovi, Temur “Jumata” Darchia, Giorgi “Khukhu” 
Khukhunaishvili, Kote Chavleshvili, Demetre Kiria, Lasha Bedenashvili. Not pictured: Sandro Natadze) 
74 There is a somewhat amusing story behind this photo. While on tour in Los Angeles, Adilei 
were performing at The Yard theater, a cozy small venue in Hollywood. The stage only allowed 
for one row of singers, and when not performing in a particular number, the singers had to step 
down and behind the curtain. The photo captures a moment when Beka Buchukuri (far left) 
started the dancing song “Amomavalo Ghrubelo” with a solo call (the song is a call-and-response 
between a soloist and the choir) to the great surprise of Jumata (center), who was behind the 
curtain and had lost track of the order. Jumata hurried back onto the stage, dramatically 
opening the curtain right in the middle, and squeezing himself between Levan and Khukhu, 
who did all they could not to burst out laughing while still singing the song. Lasha (all the way on 
the right) lost control and could not sing his part (top voice), and Khukhu had to fill in until 
Lasha regained composure. The audience was visibly delighted by the incident.  
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Chapter 3: Whose Ghosts Are These Anyway?75
Of  Pigs and Loudspeakers//Specters//Switzerland of  the Caucasus// Photographic Evidence// Fore 
and From 
Fig 3.1 Village of  Lenjeri (Upper Svaneti). Photo: Marina Kaganova (2016) 
I. Of  Pigs and Loudspeakers
Vakho Pilpani stood on his porch with a loudspeaker. “Thank you,” he said, 
addressing a large crowd, listing about a dozen names, both well-known figures in the world 
of  folk music as well as non-Georgians in the audience. It was a muddy day in March, and 
people kept coming through the metal gate into the yard. Prior to the loudspeaker moment, 
the yard was filled with the sound of  zari, funerary laments particular to Svaneti, chanted 
75 An earlier version of this chapter, under the same name, in Ulbandus, Vol. 17. 
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continuously by different groups of  men from neighboring villages. The word zari in 
Georgian means “bell,” and in current vernacular refers to the sound of  the doorbell, or 
the ringing phone, and by proxy the phone call itself. And indeed the Svan funeral zari is 
also a sort of  call, a voiced replacement for the bells that spread their ringing from one 
tower to the next, reaching further and further: men from neighboring villages, upon 
hearing it, would (and still do, to an extent) make their way to the home of  the deceased, 
each group singing a different variation. A table with some wine and food—generic 
Georgian fare consisting of  the basic staples like khach’ap’uri and lobiani, which are both easy 
to grab and consume during the breaks between the zari and are without meat, which is 
prohibited at a funeral—had been set up on the right side of  the yard, to provide sustenance 
for the singers.  
The occasion for the gathering was the funeral of  Vakho’s father, Islam Pilpani, a 
famous Svan songmaster and teacher to many a generation of  singers and ch’uniri players, 
both Georgian and foreign alike. Islam had passed away somewhat suddenly, at the age of  
82, and his death was a massive loss to Georgian folk music practitioners and enthusiasts 
all over the world. 
As a student of  Islam’s, I too wanted to pay my 
respects, and left Tbilisi at five o’clock that morning. My 
travel companions, Nino Razmadze, an ethnomusicologist, 
and Giorgi Khutsishvili, a photographer, were representing 
the Georgian Chanting Foundation. The night before, I sat 
in Nino’s office at the Tbilisi State Conservatoire, discussing 
the trip. Though it was spring already, and the weather in 
Tbilisi was fairly warm, Svaneti had just gotten hit with a good deal of  snow, and we were 
Fig 3.2 Islam Pilpani (seated), 
with his daughter Nana, and her 
son Nika. December 2016. 
Photo: Marina Kaganova 
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wary of  being snowed in. We were originally supposed to be a larger party, but by the eve 
of  our departure, the others opted to stay home for fear of  the weather. We made our 
decision based on a coin toss.  
The Pilpanis’ sizable yard was overrun with guests waiting their turn to pay their 
respects. Islam’s coffin was positioned in the living room of  the house, on a special table, 
which is used only for funerals. Women mourners sat in a circle around the table, loudly 
weeping and moaning, as people entered one by one and approached the coffin. Having 
circled the body once, the visitors exited the same way they came in, while the women 
continued wailing. Nino turned to me, saying, “I better leave my recorder here, there’s some 
really good t’irili [weeping/crying] happening,” and placed her recorder under the table 
(Razmadze, Nino 2017. Conversation with author. March 17).  I was taken aback: on one 
hand, a funeral of  a public figure like Islam certainly warranted thorough documentation, 
but on the other hand, I wondered where exactly was the line between research and 
invasion of  privacy.  
Fig 3.3: Funeral of  Islam Pilpani. Vil. Lenjeri, March 17, 2017. Left: Vakho Pilpani (center) with 
members of  Ensemble Riho. Right: Crowd gathering in the Pilpanis’ yard. Photos: Marina Kaganova 
The people in attendance, for the most part, had their phones out and some were 
shooting Facebook Live videos, so as to provide those unable to come with a chance to feel 
as if  they, too, were there. This intention was clear from the comments on the videos and 
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the conversations I had with the fellow attendees, yet I was surprised to see this mode of  
transmission at the funeral.76 I realized, however, that it was my own upbringing, however, 
that triggered the surprised response. I had come to associate the mobile phone with 
disrespectful behavior: it would have been offensive for me to pull it out during any of  the 
funerals I had attended in the US. They were all small, private affairs, though, whereas I 
now found myself  at a very public one.  
 Sanctioned news crews aside, the abundance of  screens in the air, often held up 
haphazardly, displaying out-of-focus, crooked images of  grey skies, mud beneath out feet, 
blurry faces of  the guests, and Vakho up on the porch, standing above us all with his 
loudspeaker, as we gathered around in several clumps, more or less surrounding him, made 
for a somber panopticon.  
Every so often, a new group of  men would enter the yard, singing the versions of  
zari particular to their villages. They would proceed, singing, over to the far corner of  the 
yard, join the other groups of  mourners by the small table of  food. All the while, someone 
was always filming, recording. When people go on safari these days, they shoot their 
adventures not with a gun, but with a camera. There is a similar fashion among world music 
collectors and scholars: ritual musics are hard to come by, and so they must be documented, 
in one way or another, at almost all costs. The zari is one of  these rare animals, which is 
76 At this moment memory crept into my mind. It was, in fact, a memory of a memory of my father 
telling me about his experience of the death of Stalin, a man who is probably still the most well-
known Georgian around the world. My father was just six years old at the time, living with his 
parents in the former nuns’ quarters of a former-monastery-turned-Technical College in 
Khot’kovo, a small town in Moskovksaya Oblast’, without a television, or running water for that 
matter.  But somehow he clearly remembers watching Stalin’s funeral on a TV screen, alongside a 
large group of people. “Everyone was mesmerized,” he told me, “and even though I knew little of 
Stalin, I thought to myself “wow, a great man has died,” and almost cried, because everyone seemed 
so deeply affected, and many were crying, too. Later he learned that for many around him, those 
were tears of joy. This memory found its way into my thoughts because it was the only one I have 
that involves watching a televised broadcast of a funeral, and it is not even my own. 
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only possible in a small geographical area and is not performed unless it follows a death. 
Being able to freely attend a Svan funeral is a dubious kind of  privilege. In a sense, having 
been there, at Islam’s burial, somehow granted me more “legitimacy” in the eyes of  my 
peers and my subjects. Vakho listed me in the litany of  “important” people who were 
present. I hadn’t caught my name until I saw the corresponding Facebook post he had 
made. “Reading his posts, I wasn’t sure if  the man’s father had died or if  he had just won 
an Oscar,” a friend remarked. While this remark can come off  as far too coarse, it does 
return us to the question of  what exactly is the “right” kind of  behavior? Was Vakho paying 
lip service to the VIPs because he was worried about the sustainability of  his business now 
that his father, who was the main draw of  his musical guesthouse, was no longer with us? 
Was he doing so because he needed to make sure he remained in the good graces of  the 
institutions that have provided his and his father’s ensemble Riho with substantial financial 
support? Did he have much of  a choice in the matter at all? Grief-stricken or not, he must 
have been well aware of  the politics and power dynamics that reign in the traditional folk 
music community, and had heard rumors that ensembles had been denied funding based 
on such seemingly small things as appearing on a TV program hosted by someone who’d 
been ousted by the current institutional leadership.  And by listing off  the names of  the 
foreigners, was he expressing a kind of  hope that we would keep coming to him to spend 
time and learn, by honoring and singling us out at Islam’s funeral, as if  suggesting we owed 
it to Islam?  
In these circumstances, what is the proper tone, and how does one go about setting 
or enforcing it? On one hand, it might seem quite gauche to do what Vakho did with his 
thank you speech and effusive remarks, but on the other hand, it was also, at least to a 
degree, expected and would most likely have been a faux pas if  he had failed to 
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acknowledge the “important” people who had traveled all this way. To bring in Peirce’s 
theory of  the sign, the expectations and judgments, are, in essence, the interpretants 
produced by a particular line of  behavior, and each individual post, re-post, and video, all 
perpetuate the chain of  interpretation(s). The very same words, which rang like impropriety 
to one set of  people, had a very particular purpose for the audience to whom they were 
directed. This moment is also reminiscent to Adilei’s performance in the previous chapter, 
wherein a particular utterance not only produces vastly different responses (or lack thereof) 
in different audiences, but also serves the utterer’s intended purpose only with respect to a 
subset of  these audiences in attendance.   
As I stood in the Pilpanis’ front yard—a place I knew very well, and which held 
many memories for me, since I had lived and studied in that household for weeks at a time 
over the course of  several years— I recalled the last time I was there. It so happened that 
my last time in this house was during Lipanaal or Lipnael, the annual festival of  the dead. For 
a week in mid-January, the ancestors (ts’inap’rebi) are said to come and visit their families. 
The living set a separate table and prepare a feast for the dead: the same sorts of  things 
expected during any supra, but with the addition of  a sweet wheat berry dish which is only 
served on occasions related to death, and the dead arrive. Every evening the families are 
supposed to sit together at their table, and feast, sing, and tell stories so as to keep the 
ancestors updated on what has happened over the course of  the year, while the ancestors 
enjoy their own supra at the other table. Traditionally, on the first evening of  Lipanaal, the 
family elder (makhshvi) will pour out some wine on the ground for the ancestors. Before the 
family sits down for the feast, he will usually light a candle at the ancestors’ table.  
 The dead are said to hold court and decide who will be the next to join them. Of  
course, the traditions vary from family to family: some are more observant than others. 
103 
When I was with the Pilpanis, though the table was set, and Islam, as the family elder, 
poured out the traditional libations, the family did not do much else out of  the ordinary. 
After the official feast days were over, however, a Korean TV crew appeared, and having 
been directed to the Pilpani household (as most foreigners often are), they requested a re-
enactment of  the festival, as well as a demonstration of  other practices. A pig was 
slaughtered in the yard. Soon, sausages hung in most rooms of  the house, just like 
Christmas decorations had a few days before. The re-enactment festival was more elaborate 
than the actual one, and the TV crew did not want me or my colleagues to be particularly 
visible. Eventually, the entire affair became a rowdy supra, with toasts and songs, and 
fanciful explanations of  the feast day. I stayed in the kitchen with the women, helping with 
the food preparations, and watching Vakho’s eldest daughter, fifteen at the time, roll her 
eyes in exasperation. She was annoyed at the discomfort of  not being able to move freely 
in her own home while also acting as a servant for the guests, bringing out the food and 
drinks then retreating silently to the kitchen. Her mother was used to the arrangement, as 
were Vakho’s mother and sister. The girl complained to me about the intrusion of  the 
Korean TV crew, and several others like it, from different parts of  the world. “We don’t 
slaughter pigs like that,” she said, “we haven’t for a long time now, and we don’t make 
sausages or dried meats. People did that maybe a long time ago,” she said. “Anyway, I’m 
not having any.” In fact, the Pilpanis didn’t have any pigs, and Vakho had purchased the 
animal specifically for the shoot. It was, after all, only fitting that the pig was sacrificed not 
to the old gods, but the new ones: gods of  capitalism. 
Just as at Islam’s funeral a little over a year later, when the zari were chanted side-
by-side with Facebook Live broadcasts and loudspeaker speeches, the real and the re-
enacted Lipanaal also presented both a very real, if  low-key, observance of  a pagan ritual as 
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well as a business transaction involving cultural capital and an exotic display of  animal 
sacrifice and ghost stories. The ritual-as-commodity model is not at all new, nor is it 
particular to Svaneti. But compared to now-oversaturated cultural tourism destinations, 
such as Greece or Turkey, Georgia in general, and Svaneti in particular is still a relative 
novelty. It is a place haunted by its own (mis)representations, a place where the scary stories 
and strange voices suppressed under Russian and Soviet rule are now some of  the main 
currencies and are thus subject of  often bitter competition and contestation by villages, 
families, and ensembles (Lomsadze 2019). Investigating these (mis)representations of  Svan 
cultural practices throughout the past century can help us identify the factors that have 
contributed to the current situation and the tensions surrounding questions of  authenticity, 
ancestry, propriety, and belonging, and understand the seeming temporal and cultural 
dissonances present in the situations I’ve described above. While in the previous chapter we 
saw how the influences of  state cultural institutions manifest themselves in the setting of  a 
competiton, and explored how performers such as Adilei deal with these influences in an 
urban center like Tbilisi, this chapter will consider these influences in the more rural and 
remote environment of  Svaneti. Whereas Chapter 2 focused on textual and melodic 
improvisation, this chapter, with a discussion of  film and photography, adds anothera more 
visual dimension, further expanding the historical context with respect to representation. I 
will use the concept of  “the ghost” or “the specter” as a lens through which to read the 
relationship between the remnants of  the Soviet state and the onset of  globalization and 
capitalism, and the overlapping effects of  both on the local cultural practices in general and 
vocal polyphony specifically.  
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II. Specters
Karl Marx famously begins The Communist Manifesto by announcing that “a specter 
is haunting Europe—the specter of  communism” (Marx and Engels 2014:1). What is 
arresting about Marx’s oft-quoted sentence is that at the time of  its composition, 
communism, in any iteration, was not yet the force it would become. Marx speaks of  a 
specter of  something not yet born: this isn’t a traditional specter, which manifests only 
posthumously; this is a specter of  the unborn and as such also undead, and also in a way 
oracular because it presupposes its own future. For Jacques Derrida in Specters of  Marx, the 
presence of  such a specter indicates an “out of  jointed-ness” (Derrida 2006:20). And this 
disparity between the past and the present, the lack of  continuity signaled by the apparition 
of  a specter (as with the ghost of  Hamlet’s father) has much to do with the concept of  
justice. It is only an unjust world that makes this presence possible, a world in which “the 
time is out of  joint,” such as the world of  Shakespeare's Hamlet, so vigorously referenced by 
Derrida. This phrase, “the time is out of  joint,” triggers Derrida’s extended discussion of  
justice: Hamlet’s obsession is to dole out the justice that his father’s specter requires—the 
time is out of  joint, the state is rotten, the play is the thing. Hamlet has to “set right” what 
is incorrect, unjust, and out of  joint, to set right the time and overturn the anachronisms. 
The ghost of  Hamlet’s father wants revenge—or Hamlet does, and hence, enter the ghost. 
But what is the specter of  communism out to get? Think of  the Bolshevik revolution: taking 
the wealth and dividing it among the people is but a mode of  “setting right.” But the Soviet 
Union failed at setting things right; it failed so grandiosely that the out-of-jointedness 
created by it warrants a new generation of  ghosts, which mix with ones still haunting the 
realms of  injustices pre-dating the USSR, and the new ones created and re-created 
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continuously as the past is pushed under one rug or another, hidden from view, quite 
often in the most literal sense, by new constructions.77  
I wonder whether it is possible to “set things right” at all, and whether this is a 
worthwhile pursuit altogether. The concept of the ghost or phantom is an indicator of “out-
of-jointedness,” an index of the fact that until a time comes when a balance is achieved and 
each iteration of the state ceases to overcompensate in one direction or another for what it 
perceives as the faults of its predecessors, more and more ghosts will manifest, re-generate. 
We can also think of the ghost as a “debt,” which in its promised incarnation will come 
clad in the raiment of communism. Derrida’s concept of justice, which is anchored in the 
notion of “setting right” those things that are “out of joint,” also implies the settling of a 
debt.  
The narrative that has come out of Svaneti in recent years is the narrative of a 
“land of enchantment,” a “medieval mountain hideaway,” a “forgotten land of song” 
(Larmer 2014), “genuinely untouched by the outside world” (Buckley 2019), frozen in time. 
Undeniably, Svaneti is so visually striking that it often feels almost surreal, unbelievable. 
The natural landscape is truly, to use the term in the Romantic sense, sublime, and the 
music and the traditional practices that go along with it are unique, and interesting, and 
intense—I have dedicated some seven years to studying them and will continue doing so 
for many more years to come. I am by no means denying Svaneti these attributes. What I 
would like to work against is the desire to reinforce its status as a place untouched by 
international travelers, which is still often the tendency in mainstream Western media 
77 What I am referring to here is the very aggressive building effort that took place in Svaneti (and 
not only Svaneti) in the early 2010s. Many of the constructions are rather large, yet remain under-
used. 
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portrayals. 78 The tourists and music students who regularly visit Svaneti also need to be 
incorporated in the story. They too constitute the conditions of  the emergence of  the 
specter; the specter, not of  communism, but perhaps of  latent capitalism. The tourists are, 
in the scope of  most analysts, visitors and locals alike, epiphenomenal rather than even 
ephemeral (I would argue that the individual tourists are always ephemeral, but as a 
phenomenon they are less so).  But the fact of  the matter is that they are not epiphenomenal 
but central—central to the very conditions of  their possibility.  
In a way, jarring as it may have seemed, Vakho Pilpani’s speech at the funeral was 
unintentionally acknowledging this reality. In other words, it is not productive to continue 
pretending that only one part of  Svaneti—the traditional, old, “authentic” part—exists, or 
in any case, is worth mentioning, studying, or visiting. There is, in a manner of  speaking, 
an infrastructure in place that supports the current condition, which includes age-old 
traditions and development projects. I want to ask if  there may be a way to admit the 
current reality that often caters rather bluntly to Western tourism, while also reconciling it 
with the histories and traditions that have been suppressed by either church or state in the 
past; if  there is a way to steer away from denying the trauma of  colonialism or profiting 
from its remnants, towards allowing it to heal, a way to let time take its time, instead of  
constantly inhabiting and re-haunting an already haunted space, wherein, as Derrida puts 
it, “time is out of  joint” (2006:20).  
78 A 2015 CNN special, for instance, focused on “saving” and “preserving” ancient traditions, and 
prominently featured a local priest who presented himself as almost single-handedly taking on this 
mission (CNN 2015), while a 2018 article in The Independent called Svaneti “the most remote region 
in Georgia” (Redmayne 2018), and a World Nomads piece celebrates its “Mountain Glory and 
Medieval Customs” (Furey 2019).  
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*** 
At the time of  the Soviet takeover, Svaneti was difficult to access—no motorway 
had been built and the mountain passes required horses. The Soviets readily undertook the 
challenge of  bringing progress to Svaneti and completed a road in 1933. The 1930 silent 
film Salt for Svanetia, directed by Mikhail Kalatozov, which in itself  is a mixture of  
ethnography and propaganda, depicts an old-world, backwards society that needs to be “set 
right.” It strives to present, unaltered, the customs of  the wild and mysterious Svans, who, 
tucked away in the mountains, must battle the elements and overcome scarcities of  the most 
basic things, such as salt. The film portrays an uncivilized people making their own clothing, 
giving each other peculiar haircuts, living at the mercy of  nature, snowed in even in the 
summer, when the weather changes suddenly and freezes the crops.       
Fig 3.4 Stills from Mikhail Kalatozov’s Salt for Svanetia (1930) 
“The work is exhausting,” says one of  the captions, “the way of  life is obsolete” 
(Kalatozov 1930). There is no salt in Svaneti, and all the animals look for it in desperation, 
licking the sweat off  of  each other and humans and awaiting impatiently their chance to 
lick the salty urine off  a rock. “Cut off  from the world, Ushkul is starving without salt” 
(1930). Naturally, the Soviet government saves the day. The early Soviet project of  
maximizing the brute force production of  machines is incomparable in its insistence. To 
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quote Dziga Vertov’s A Sixth Part of  the World (1926), “Machines that make machines that 
make tractors.” So much emphasis is placed in the first half  of  Kalatozov’s film on the 
decisive lack of  machinery and mass production in Svaneti: the elements govern and the 
people haven’t any means of  overcoming them because they rely solely on their own hands 
and feet. And yet, “there is also a mode of  production,” says Derrida, “of  the phantom, 
itself  a phantomatic mode of  production” (Derrida 2006:120). By reducing the inhabitants 
of  Svaneti to backward savages, the film tries to actively reinforce their status as phantoms 
that haunt the mountains and must be accounted for. They are, in a sense, not possible 
because they neither crave nor depend on the inventions of  modernity—they are entirely 
out of  joint. Modernity itself, as it is presented in Kalatozov’s film (and other works), is in 
fact out of  joint with the world it enters. The rupture is imposed. Specters, after all, do not 
belong to the past alone; they belong to the future just as much. The productive force of  
modernization and homogenization, the machines that appear and conquer nature cast in 
their grandeur so many shadows, that the effort to undermine these shadows only multiplies 
them, pushes them further and deeper into the collective consciousness. And the machines 
themselves can become haunted. It is no accident, after all, that stories of  ghosts, spirits, 
demons, and vampires proliferate precisely at the onset of  industrial modernity: with the 
effort to suppress and explain them, we also bring them back to life.  
The myths of  Svan character—sternness, backwardness, bloodlust—did not end 
with Kalatozov’s film or with Soviet efforts: these rumors are half-alive still in lowland 
Georgia. “There are no obstacles for the Bolsheviks,” says the film, as we see image after 
image of  bare-chested young men with aggressive grins thrusting their sickles into the earth 
as it crumbles under each blow. The imagery is so overtly masculine and violent that one 
can hardly help but think of  rape. A road is being built so that the Svans can transport all 
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the salt they will ever need. 
Fig 3.5 Stills from Mikhail Kalatozov’s Salt for Svanetia (1930). 
“Our economic plan,” ‘says’ the agitated man on the screen, baring his teeth, “is 
stronger than religion and old customs” (Kalatozov 1930). Trees fall by the dozen, and 
suddenly the mountains too are subject to dynamite. The path to progress must be blown 
through. Nature will be conquered by knowledge, ghosts will be destroyed by disbelief. Not 
once does the film succumb to the scenery it berates: the mountains are obstacles, barriers, 
hiding places for customs, religious rituals, disobedience. “The curse of irresistible 
progress,” wrote Adorno and Horkheimer, “is irresistible regression” (1991:36).  In the 
name of progress, the Soviet state tried to impose itself upon the Svans, yet in the end one 
gathers that it failed miserably. Reinforcing the order it sought to maintain proved 
difficult and futile: in the general scarcity of the Soviet years, Svaneti was largely left to its 
own devices, rarely visited, growing a membrane of rumors around itself. But the 
phantoms of the Soviet past have come to manifest in the present. The phantom, as 
we discuss it here, is a “metapsychological fact: what haunts are not the dead, but the 
gaps left within us by the secrets of  others” (Abraham & Torok 1994:171).   
After the collapse of  the USSR, Svaneti was once again neglected for a time, and 
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was said to harbor criminals, but once Mikheil Saakashvili came to power, he set out to 
change Svaneti into a “Switzerland of  the Caucasus,” jailing a large number of  public 
officials on corruption charges, hiring an all-new police force, and enlisting some German 
architects to completely re-vamp parts of  the region. Everything was going to be different, 
and a place hardly visited before filled with foreign tourists. In the summer of  2012, a 
massive construction effort was underway in Mestia, the region's capital, following the 
building of  a new road in 2011, which cut travel time to Svaneti in more than half. Walking 
through Mestia was itself  something of  a hazard, as no designated paths or sidewalks 
remained (though in keeping with prioritizing the tourist experience, trekking paths were 
already clearly marked in the mountains) in the wake of  the renaissance. One would walk 
instead on a dirt road riddled with deep puddles, being careful not to step into mounds of  
wet cement (or cow excrement, or perhaps a mixture of  both). A new police station, an 
amoeba-looking edifice of  concrete and glass stood in the center of  the town. Other 
buildldings, similarly questionable in their architectural integrity, were appearing 
throughout; the rest of  the town’s center resembled Aspen-in-progress. Already, tourists 
were coming in, though in the following years their number must have increased tenfold.  
Yet as always, it was only the part of  town that was shown that was being rebuilt. The 
tourists would be shown a particular kind of  story: the hope of  the government seems to 
have been that this story would be ghost-free. But what does such aggressive building index 
but the assumption of  emptiness that existed before? How has it come to be? What does it 
mean to build anew, if  not, also, to take apart or demolish? Re-construction always makes 
us turn back. 
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III. Switzerland of  the Caucasus
Vakho Pilpani and the members of  his ensemble Riho often perform in the newly 
built hotels. Created in 1964, Riho is an ensemble of  more than twenty people, old and 
young, who hail from the villages surrounding the region’s capital. Islam had been the 
ensemble’s leader for decades, and though Vakho took over the day-to-day proceedings, 
Islam was still consulted on repertoire up until his last months. Riho performs songs from 
different villages in the region, but Islam was always pointed out as the keeper of  the 
“authentic” material. He had taught generations of  locals and foreigners, and was, in fact, 
one of  the first people in the area to have started teaching non-Georgians, back in the mid-
1990’s, before Svaneti was easily accessible. Though Islam did spend most of  his life in the 
village of  Lenjeri, he had received a formal musical education in Tbilisi. In an interview, 
he explained that the big city life did not appeal to him, and after singing in a sort of  “all-
star” group created by the Soviet ministry of  culture, he returned to his home, where he 
became the director of  Riho. “I was the best,” Islam told me once, “nobody could play the 
ch’uniri [a three-stringed bowed viol] like me!” (Pilpani, Islam. 2013. Interview with author. 
July 30). While Islam’s talent as a teacher and ch’uniri performer was unanimously 
recognized, his reputation as the only and ultimate treasury of  Svan songs, was in fact 
challenged from time to time, though rarely in public. As Georgian music in general—and 
Svan music in particular—became more popular, whispers and rumors proliferated 
regarding the sources and origins of  Riho’s repertoire; the elderly members of  the group 
had all spent most of  their lives singing and knew the music from their childhoods. While 
many of  the singers continue to be in their own, smaller, village ensembles, they are all also 
part of  Riho, because it was the only recognized ensemble during Soviet times, and is now, 
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essentially, the only one that receives any consistent financial support and performance 
opportunities. The finances are also managed by the Pilpanis—Vakho in particular, since 
he handled and continues to handle the business side of  things. Though I have not seen or 
heard any of  Riho’s singers challenge or complain about the arrangements and the 
distribution of  repertoire in public or during rehearsals, in informal and private situations, 
the elderly singers in the group and their relatives often hinted at the fact that Islam had 
learned some of  “his” songs from them or their families. The Pilpanis were able to capitalize 
on musical tourism and gradually build up their house—a frequent foreign visitor even 
purchased a car for them. Hundreds of  people would visit their guesthouse every year to 
learn from Islam, and Riho got regular paid gigs performing for the guests of  hotels and 
restaurants in the area. 
During Riho’s casual performances, Vakho often talks about blood-vengeance 
between rivaling clans, each family hiding in its own tower, lying in wait. He talks about the 
Svan independence, the lack of  absolutism preserved for centuries—a council of  elders, 
rather than a single leader, held the ruling power. Suddenly, the stories that were so despised 
by Soviets have come back as marketable and make the performance more enticing, easier 
to understand. Writing in the 1970’s, when the subject of  tourism was not yet as widely 
discussed, Dean MacCannell noted that “an authentic touristic experience involves not 
merely connecting a marker to a sight, but a participation in a collective ritual, in 
connecting one’s own marker to a sight already marked by others” (1976:37). For the 
tourists, Vakho and his ensemble are markers for the sight of  Svaneti, but also sights 
themselves: they are dressed in red Svan chokhas, Svan hats, with daggers dangling and the 
ch’uniri and changi [a harp-like instrument unique to Svaneti] at the ready. This approach 
strongly contrasts that of  Adilei, discussed in the previous chapter. While Adilei paid little 
114 
attention to appearances, their way of  indicating their understanding of  tradition came 
through in their original variant.  In a sense, they did not “look the part,” but certainly sang 
it. But as a Tbilisi-based group, they also had more freedom in terms of  who and what they 
were representing.80 Riho, both during the competition, and in these lower-key settings, 
represents or even stands for Svaneti, and producing a memorable, impressive visual display 
is part of  that responsibility. Riho’s repertoire and performance style is also more rigid than 
Adilei’s. Some of  the reasons for this are simply logistical. One is that Riho is a much bigger 
group, with mostly not-so-young members scattered throughout different villages, and 
rehearsals are more difficult to organize. Another is that trio songs, which have the most 
potential for improvisation, are not common in Svaneti, and if  improvisation does occur, it 
is only in the top voices, while the majority of  the group sings bass. Still, Riho is also in the 
business of  presenting a product to a paying audience of  foreign visitors, who have a limited 
time in which to absorb the music. This audience must be taken into account when 
repertoire is selected: dance numbers are visually more engaging, songs with instruments 
have more easily accessible melodies than Svan hymns, which often have no identifiable or 
consistent rhythm, and a poppy guitar number is sure to help the listeners digest the 
unfamiliar harmonies. The singers of  Riho thus visually reenact, in a way, a scene long 
gone from practice except as a sight, a display, a spectacle—but what they sing is also quite 
separate from what they present as “sights.”  
In the rebuilding efforts in Svaneti, another detail is worth mentioning. The 
atmosphere of  many of  the establishments in Mestia and surrounding villages is still 
recognizably “Soviet”. The focus on service we come to expect from something that looks 
80 With the two caveats that their affinity for Gurian songs is well-known, and the business of last 
names, discussed in Chapter 2, does also impose certain expectations.   
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like “Switzerland of  the Caucasus” is still largely missing. In a sense, the construction 
project in Svaneti recalls a nostalgia for the Soviet order, the last time an effort towards 
homogenization was attempted, and new language (Russian) was insisted upon. Nowadays, 
the language is English, except the elderly do not speak it, and they revert inevitably to 
Russian when a tourist approaches. But the language does not take on the role it used to: 
not many foreigners speak Russian. A visitor encounters it everywhere but is unable to 
communicate all the same; the visitor is thus made aware of  the Soviet past, so much so 
that it is nearly impossible to leave it unacknowledged.  
As an economic endeavor, tourism is a ghostly industry: it provides no guarantees 
of  its stay in place, it is ephemeral, it is populated by a continuous desire to re-claim, re-
possess that which never belonged in the first place. Once again we see the terrain gain 
prominence: it is no longer destroyed by bulldozers. Instead, paths are marked on each 
mountain, cell phone service is perfect even on long forest hikes, the ski lift is in order. Time 
and again, Svans retell stories of  their long-lasting independence. Time and again, the 
tourists nod and ask how many hikes they can accomplish in the three days they have, and 
could they find a horse. The trouble is, that while the premise of  this mountain tourism is 
“outdoorsy-ness”—and it is never about destroying or mechanizing but rather seeing the 
views, appreciating the scenery, or accomplishing something difficult—the level of  
disengagement from the surroundings, from the history of  living with these mountains, 
renders the tourists themselves into automata. A sightseer is able to recognize a sight 
immediately, having never actually encountered it before. The sights that tourists seek out 
are not necessarily themselves ghostly, but the seeking may well be.  
 Tourists both haunt and are haunted by places like Svaneti. The phantoms that 
appear to them are remnants of  a past they do not share and may not be able to recognize. 
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They enter into a history that is abstracted and legendized; I would argue that the phantoms 
are in fact phantoms of  phantoms, that is, phantoms of  legends, of  things that were never 
indigenous in the first place. The state does not pause to ponder the profound, long-lasting 
effects of  Soviet-era oppression on the population’s tendencies or responses. Instead, it 
presents its subjects as victims of  the previous bad government,81 and goes on to proclaim 
a complete divorce from the old ways. Re-building starts, and the landscape is changed 
once again, this time to “Switzerland of  the Caucasus.” Because of  the Soviet repressions, 
the revival of  traditions (the bigger question here is – which, and whose traditions) “carries 
the stamp of  authenticity”, a notable paradigm shift “from a realm in which trauma was 
regarded with suspicion to a realm in which it carries the stamp of authenticity,” pointed 
out by Fassin and Rechtman (2009:23), which plays a big part in the narrative presented to, 
for, and of  late, by the tourists who visit Svaneti.  
The tourists, who are a desirable commodity for the state’s existence and self-
promotion, might recognize their own heterogeneity as they recognize the indexes of  
“sights” to see, but the contradictions or incongruities at play within Svaneti’s cultural 
landscape are not often called out by the locals. Perhaps they have ceased to be incongruities 
altogether—they may well be contradictory to an outside eye only. In a sense, the tourists 
have replaced the communists as the foreign presence: they are in part ghosts created by 
the push of  the Soviet legacy, coming back with a capitalist kick, trying to “set things right” 
in their own way. The tourists themselves might not be aware of  this function … but maybe 
they are, as tourists often express desires to help developing regions.82 “Heritage tourism,” 
81 I am by no means denying that the Soviet regime was an oppressive one. 
82 Caroline Bithell, for example, writes how groups of international music tourists in Georgia, of 
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which is increasingly becoming a bigger draw for Svaneti, is the fastest growing branch of  
tourism (Zhu and Salazar 2015; Timothy and Boyd 2006), and part of  its appeal—in 
addition to the “feeling the ancestors” aspect discussed in Chapter 1—is the impression 
that the money visitors spend at heritage sites will support the communities to which they 
belong. The tourists’ investment, their money, surely helps overcome the financial injustices 
committed by Soviets and the continued instability that followed the USSR’s collapse. 
These visitors are not necessarily wrong in these assumptions, though as Zhu and Salazar 
(2015) point out, the management of  profits is never so simple, and “funds may be used by 
the authorities or the private stakeholders, and not directly benefit local communities.” My 
interlocutors often complain that this is indeed the case and worry that the government 
vows to protect these “heritage sites” only so long as it is convenient and profitable. A stark 
example of  this sentiment is the ongoing conflict over the Nenskra Dam, a hydropower 
plant that would be built at the intersection of  the Nenskra and Enguri rivers in Upper 
Svaneti. The dam, which aims to bolster Georgia’s electricity production to meet growing 
demand, is a billion-dollar joint venture between Georgian government and a Korean 
company, financed by several Asian and European banks. Though construction of  such 
magnitude promised to provide jobs to many local residents, the downside of  the project, 
which resulted in widespread protests and backlash throughout Georgia, is that it would 
which she was a part, contribute to the local economy: “We hired local drivers and their vehicles, 
and bought musical instruments and handicrafts to take home,” she writes. At the same time, on a 
“less tangible level, we were in some way reflecting back to our hosts images of themselves with 
which they may, in some respects, have lost touch.” (2014b: 286) Bithell’s observations here 
highlight how the economic and non-material aspects of this sort of heritage tourism are 
intertwined and perceived by the participants themselves. I have discussed the potentially 
problematic aspects of this “reflecting back” in Chapter 1, and in this chapter I want to look 
more closely at the economic factors, which are particularly pertinent in Svaneti. 
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destroy and displace entire communities and significantly alter the already fragile local 
ecosystem. Locals, including many of  my interlocutors, express fear that the landscape is 
already prone to landslides and avalanches, and further disturbing it would be fatal. Many 
details of  the project have also remained unclear and left the residents lacking necessary 
information regarding the possible benefits of  this undertaking. According to a 2017 
brieifng by CEE Bankwatch and Green Alternative Georgia, “The public is uninformed 
about the government’s guaranteed power purchase agreement, tariffs, taxes, land 
ownership and other terms that have significant consequences for the individual consumer” 
(Kochladze and Chipashvili 2017:1). Perhaps more alarming is the fact that for the sake of 
the project, the Environmental and Social Impacts Assessment (ESIA) claims that the 
“identity of the Svans vis-a-vis Lender policies, confirms that PR7 (Indigenous Peoples) is 
not applicable”, thus denying that displacing Svan inhabitants would violate indigenous 
rights. The territories impacted by the development were “originally proposed to be 
included within the European system of protected areas as the ‘Svaneti 1’ Emerald site,” 
but the government sought to “exclude all territories to form part of the planned Nenskra 
project, without providing any evidence that the Nenskra and Nakra valleys are less 
important in terms of biodiversity than the rest of the Svaneti region” (Kochladze and 
Chipashvili 2017:3).   
The tactics employed by the authorities here are not so far from the robust 
destruction of  the natural landscape we see in Kalatozov’s film. At the same time, when 
tourists are involved, the tales told, amenities added, always bring up the contrast of  “then” 
and “now” and promote the idea of  emancipation and preservation of  indigenous, sacred 
lands and practices. Yet even the word “indigenous” is used only when convenient: for the 
promotion of  cultural/heritage tourism, the Svans are indigenous enough and the 
119 
landscape is worth protecting, but these values shift when lenders are involved. And so the 
specter of  communism, or rather, Soviet exploitation, returns for another go-round. Even 
the sightseers, however, are haunted themselves by the place, by the way so much of  lived-
in Svaneti looks. Mountains and famous Svan towers aside, it is full of  unfinished 
construction and old buildings falling apart, scheduled for demolition but frozen in that 
state for years. With President Saakashvili, who championed the project of  re-inventing and 
re-marketing Svaneti, no longer in office, the active building has for the most part ceased.  
What remains are too many hotels, too many new edifices not quite finished, and, 
once again, not quite enough money. Visitors often comment on the shortcomings of  the 
“service.” Instead of  being a repository for fear, parts of  Svaneti have become, in a way, a 
repository for poor financial planning. The ghostliness the region displays now isn’t of  an 
ancient, mythical kind, but rather, it is a ghost of  mismanaged capitalism. For the residents 
opposing the Nenskra Dam, part of  the fear is that it too, will become an empty monument 
of  greed. Even the project’s purpose—producing more electricity to meet the surging 
demand—is a reflection of  increased consumption and increased mismanagement of  
resources. Take, for example, the Christmas displays in Tbilisi: miles of  streets are covered 
in lights in shapes of  planets, stars, anything, so much so that when walking around in the 
city center at night, it is brighter than Times Square. The display is present, but at what 
cost? By the same token, Svaneti’s new buildings and amenities, created with little 
consideration for the actual particularities of  the landscape in terms of  ecology, aesthetics, 
and efficiency, consume more electricity than is available.  
What has succeeded, it seems, in a particular kind of  unraveling of  Svaneti, is the 
righteous surge to preserve it. The region can be perceived largely as abstracted from itself, 
alienated—a commodity, fetishized by the outside world. It “is changed into something 
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transcendent” (Marx 2000:50). This is hardly novel. The process, the search for “real 
Georgia” is but a function of  contemporary reality that seems to disbelieve itself.  
IV. Photographic Evidence
Photographs have always served as a tool for the commodification of  the kind of  
landscape Svaneti possesses, an advertisement tool, but also a means of  remembrance.  
The images of  Svaneti entice the tourists to come and make their own images, in both 
instances, carefully framing the experience that is desired and desirable. Indeed, tourists 
rarely come unarmed. They are always recognizable by their cameras, or in the most recent 
iteration, their selfie sticks. But photographs also have a ghostliness of  their own, which 
warrants exploring in the context of  the tourist economy, but also in terms of  what it means 
to “take” a picture, to possess a sliver of  time and space, always shaped by our own 
perception.  
“The camera,” wrote Walter Benjamin “gave the moment a posthumous shock” 
(Benjamin 1999:175). This isn’t a paradox, for the moment is always already dead by the 
time we enter it, deader still by the time we exit. The moment is a ghost, and the photograph 
is its object: it is both what haunts and what is haunted. It is not the spirits that it can contain 
or display—the spirits, which are assumed to always be there, by the way, so as to allow the 
technology to shed light onto them—but their lack, for spirits, phantoms, fears, are manifest 
in the action, not the result. The photograph is inherently disturbing, as it contracts the 
moment into a pretense of  objective reality; it raises the question of  appropriation. “To 
whom does the photograph belong?” asks Barthes. “Is landscape itself  only a kind of  loan 
made by the owner of  the terrain?” (Barthes 1982:3) 
121 
Fig 3.6 Photographs by Vittorio Sella (1890). Left: “Dadish-Kilian Castle at Kilian,” vil. Mazeri; 
Middle: “Father of  Elder Hunter,” Mestia; Right: “Ushba at sunrise.” ©Vittorio Sella Foundation, 
courtesy Decaneas Archive.com 
Photographs are largely what has been making and still continues to make Svaneti 
famous. At the turn of  the twentieth century, the Italian mountaineer photographer 
Vittorio Sella visited the region three times between 1889 and 1896, trekking up and down 
with his camera, and ascended several peaks in the Great Caucasus ridge, staying in and 
near the small Svan villages on his way, photographing the landscapes, the people, the 
architecture. Sella’s must have been one of  the first cameras to reach Svaneti, bringing with 
itself  the inevitability of  modernity: “Industry made its first real inroads,” writes Benjamin, 
“with the visiting-card picture” (Benjamin 1999: 502). 
Sella’s observations at times sound much like the diary of  Jonathan Harker in Bram 
Stoker’s Dracula, which takes place in the same decade as Sella’s Caucasus adventures:  
Camped out near the village, which is among the lowermost in Svanetia, we 
are surprised not to see the people approach our tents, even though they live 
only 100m away. […] During the night we are awakened by the screams and 
shouts of  some of  the inhabitants of  the village meant to scare away bears 
who wreak havoc on the crops. In the morning we are left alone, no longer 
besieged by curious crowds, not even the tiniest inquiry into our business. 
(Sella 2000:13) 
122 
Yet Sella persisted in his quests. The mountains are simultaneously what draws 
attention to Svaneti and what obscures it from view: in the shadow of  the snow-capped 
peaks, Svaneti’s reputation has been, for centuries, shady.  Vittorio Sella, who got a street 
in Mestia named after him, was able to capture in his photographs what at the time went 
unseen most of  the time: the people and peaks of  a place rather insistent on its isolation. 
Yet this isolation then became insisted on, too. Sella’s “machinery of  the modern” 
(Pemberton 2009:50) produces traces we now hold, in themselves ghostly, both of  its own 
time and our own, too. We see in the photographs what we cannot see anymore, and 
sometimes we see the exact same thing left standing and untouched, which is in actuality 
more uncanny.  
Fig 3.7 Photograph by Vittorio Sella. “Shkhara and the village of  Ghilbani” (1890) ©Vittorio Sella 
Foundation, courtesy DecaneasArchive.com 
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Fig 3.8 Vil. Ushguli (Mt. Shkara covered in clouds). Photo: Marina Kaganova. July 2013. 
The photograph presupposes change, hence the impulse to take it. The photograph 
is primarily an index, in Peircean terms: it points to something, a particular moment in time 
that existed and is no more. It is of  course also an icon, but an icon that can only be that so 
long as what it depicts looks like itself. The photograph is unchanged, a material thing that 
apart from being an index of  what it shows, is also an index of  what it omits, namely the 
photographer, who is guaranteed to eventually be no more, regardless of  what happens to 
the subject he or she captures. We say “take” a picture because it allows us, as Barthes has 
pointed out, to appropriate. “As photographs give people an imaginary possession of  a past 
that is unreal,” says Susan Sontag, “they also help people take possession of  space in which 
they are insecure” (Sontag 1977:9). As Vittorio Sella could hide behind his camera, so can 
the modern tourist. By producing a material record of  presence and thus claiming a 
temporary ownership, one can do away with the insecurity being a foreigner inevitably 
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creates. I believe that there is a certain similarity between this momentary, “imaginary 
possession,” of an unfamiliar space afforded to photographers, and one that singers seek 
and gain when they travel to a place like Svaneti. In a sense, learning the songs becomes a 
way of claiming a piece of Svaneti (and more generally, Georgia), temporarily, for one’s 
own, and a way to create a feeling of belonging, rather than insecurity.   
V. For and From
When we are haunted we also appropriate, or receive, something that isn’t ours; we 
inherit a debt. At the same time, the act of taking a photo, a video, making a recording, 
creates a trace, whereas the moment of seeing a ghost is fleeting. A recording, audio or 
video, assumes a future in which its object and its taker will no longer exist.  
Dying or vanishing is the most predictable thing of all, a certainty we as people 
possess. To go back to an earlier part of this chapter, to the specter as also being of 
something not yet born, or something undead and undying, can we not say, too, that 
specters have the capacity to foreshadow? They appear when time is out of joint.  Speaking 
of the haunted Machine Number One in a Javanese factory, John Pemberton writes, “it is 
as if this ghost, presumably from the Javanese past, were capable of anticipating its future 
recalling in the machinery of the modern” (2009:50). This ghost then suggests a foresight. 
In an uncanny parallel, “the Svans believed that dying people could see several years into 
the future, and would gather at the bedside of a dying relative to ask questions” (Tuite 
2007:9), as if the dying person were already a ghost, temporally in-between the two worlds, 
able perhaps to “set things right.”  
Yet the stories that circulate during Lipanaal, the festival of  the dead discussed earlier, 
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are not actually ghost stories, in the sense that an American like myself would define the 
term; they are neither spooky nor unexpected. The stories that families tell and sing when 
they gather in the evenings are, in fact, stories of the living: those are the ones the ts’inap’rebi 
come to hear. The relationship with the dead in Svaneti, and as we will see in Chapter 5, 
other regions, is not usually one of fear. I fear the dead because I believe they no longer 
belong to our world, can no longer inhabit it, and their presence in our realm is out of the 
ordinary, out of joint, and thus unexpected. Following Derrida’s logic, if there is a ghost, 
or a specter, there is a debt, an injustice; the soul is not at peace because something has yet 
to be settled. This is the Western concept of the ghost that haunts. In all my time in Georgia, 
I have not encountered a creepy ghost story, nor a reference to something being haunted. 
The most common Georgian word for ghost, mochveneba, itself would be most accurately 
translated as “apparition” and comes from chveneba, which literally means a “showing” or 
“seeming.” The prefix mo- generally indicates a coming towards; thus mochveneba is 
something that be-comes seen. This is similar to the Russian word for ghost: prevideniye from 
previdet’ (to mis-see), which itself derives from videt’ (to see). These ghosts, or rather 
apparitions, are in the eye of  the beholder.  
And while time and again, my interlocutors have, after giving it some thought, 
declared that they do not know any stories involving the mochvenebebi (plural of mochveneba), I 
have encountered many stories of dead ancestors watching over someone or manifesting 
themselves in one way or another. For example, during a trip to lower Svaneti, in which 
Adilei’s Levan Bitarovi and I had brought a group of singing tourists, we were particularly 
lucky with the weather, which allowed us to follow our plan, including several long hikes.83
83 In 2017 and 2018 I was involved as a co-manager in Adilei’s song-learning tours for foreign 
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“I think the spirits owed me one,” Levan would say every day, when we woke up to more 
sunshine, “good thing I called it in.” Certainly, this is not far off  from something I might 
say in my daily Brooklyn life, but I would most definitely formulate it differently: the idea 
that the spirits “owed” him a favor implies that he had done them a favor before. “We don’t 
have ghosts in your sense,” Madona Chamgeliani told me on another occasion. “I am not 
afraid of  the spirits. We have a cult of  the ancestors (ts’inap’rebis k’ult’i). At least in Svaneti, 
we respect them, they are with us” (Chamgeliani, Madona. 2020. Facebook communication 
with author. March 15). 
Though the dying—as well as the dead ts’inap’rebi—occupy the liminal position 
associated with ghosts, their existence and presence is not contingent on settling a debt. 
They are in, fact, not going anywhere, because they can be seen as belonging in both worlds: 
their liminality is not something that ought to be resolved, but rather something to be 
accepted as a permanent state. They do not haunt, they visit and ought to be received with 
joy. Whereas for Derrida and others, ghosts indicate an interruption, for Svans (and other 
Georgians as well, perhaps to a lesser degree) they serve as transmitters of  continuity and 
belonging. These souls are not offended into lingering, but they can be offended if  the living 
do not respect them, and their discontent will have impact on the prosperity and success of  
their living kin. Just like, as Madona tells me, the ancestors “help us, if  we are taking 
something on, like a big task or plan, they help us” (2019), they can also refuse to help.  This 
reaffirms the point made earlier, that the ghosts whose presence is palpable in Svaneti are 
not Svan ghosts; they are phantoms and specters that have been left there by others, by 
visitors. Levan and I were in charge of management and facilitation, and other members of Adilei 
would come along and help with various tasks, sing together with the guests, and provide a cheerful 
atmosphere for the long drives, as we went between several locations in Western Georgia to learn 
from local singers.  
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failed regimes, by those for whom the idea that the dead sit at the same table as the living 
brings fear and discomfort.  
*** 
As I stood in the Pilpanis’ front yard on that muddy March afternoon, I wondered 
what Islam saw as he was dying, whom he spoke to. Were we, the tourists and VIPs so 
effusively thanked by Vakho, the phantoms he had to please in order to continue navigating 
a world in which neither having nor not having seemed worthwhile? The VIPs —the people 
in charge of  institutions, Soviet at heart and “modern” on the surface—and foreigners, the 
people who were coming here thanks to the mystique inadvertently cultivated by the very 
Soviets who had so feared it, what role did we play, exactly, in all of  this, except perpetuating 
this historical cycle of  (mis)representation?  
It may be that the other side of  this complex issue of  representation has to do with 
the fact that perhaps the role any of  us could play at all, was one of  a particular kind of  
vocal community. Death unites all people because we are all bound to it, bound by it; it is 
an obligation we have no choice but fulfill, and the rituals we create to honor our dead do 
also play an important role in reaffirming our own mortality and dependence on others. 
The person who had brought all these foreigners together on that day was the same one 
who had brought them together before, even if  they had never met, or had barely spent 
time with each other; the transmission of  song had taken place, and now, the relative 
strangers from disparate corners of  the world could participate in song together. Islam’s 
voice, and the voice of  his ch’uniri had created this community, held it together. VIPs or not, 
the singers who had learned from Islam, even if  they never returned to Svaneti, even if  
Vakho’s business suffered, for them the community continues to exist, and their voices, in 
the moment of  song, are also indexes of  Islam’s voice. Foucault tells us that death is the end 
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of  power—and it may be so—but it is not the end of  semiosis, nor is it the end, least of  all 
for the Svans, of  the relationship with the dead.  
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Chapter 4: The Village Singers and Singing Villages 
Origin Stories// The Singing Villages //Being in the Song 
I. Origin Stories
A year and a half  after Islam’s funeral, the bi-annual Symposium on Traditional 
Polyphony took place in Tbilisi. The Symposium, a multi-day, internationally attended affair, 
has been going on since 2002, and is an event of  great import and pride for Georgian 
ethnomusicologists.84 Before the start of  each symposium, the participants are usually invited 
to join an excursion to Svaneti. These participants include researchers and performers alike, 
since the Symposium’s concert program is at least as extensive as the scope of  its scholarly 
presentations. One of  the founders and organizers of  the symposium, Joseph Jordania, lives 
and works in Australia where he and his wife, ethnomusicologist Nino Tsitsishvili, direct 
several amateur Georgian ensembles. Many Australian enthusiasts of  Georgian song make 
up a numerically significant part of  the symposium. Every two years, between twenty and 
forty Australians come to Svaneti. Every two years, they stay with the Pilpanis, then attend 
the symposium, party afterwards, and sing everywhere and frequently. This year, however, 
since Islam, who had been their main teacher had passed away, the Australians did not limit 
their stay in Svaneti to the Pilpani household in Lenjeri. After three days on the familiar turf, 
they moved on to the neighboring village of  Lakhushdi, where they spent three more days 
84 Following the first symposium in 2002, and with significant support from UNESCO, The 
International Research Center for Traditional Polyphony (IRCTP) was established at the Tbilisi 
State Conservatoire in 2003. Since its establishment, the IRCTP has been responsible for organizing 
all the symposia and surrounding activities. 
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learning from the Chamgeliani family. 
At one of  the symposium’s after-parties, a mixed group of  attendees, the above-
mentioned Australians among them, spontaneously broke out singing “Didebata,” an ancient 
round-dance song dedicated to the Archangel.85 It is a well-known Svan song, and a much 
beloved one. Foreigners especially appreciate it because the steps to the dance are quite simple 
and easy to learn, with minimal counting necessary.86 The song is performed in two choirs: 
one group sings a lyric, and the second group repeats it.  
There are many possible combinations of  lyrics, but since they are in Svan, and 
therefore unintelligible to the non-Svan Georgians and foreigners alike, people often repeat 
the same two or three verses in no particular order. The merriment was, of  course, captured 
on video and posted on Facebook, amassing hundreds of  comments full of  praise and joy, 
which was to be expected. However, the comment thread started by Vakho Pilpani had a very 
different tone. One of  the singers in this ragtag, spur-of-the-moment troupe, who happened 
to be none other than Adilei’s Sandro Natadze, added a lyric that was not a part of  the typical 
canon, even though the lyric expressed praise for the village (sopeli) of  Lakhushdi. Sandro, 
though not a Svan speaker, had heard and memorized the text during his numerous stays in 
Lakhushdi, and was moved to utter it in the moment. Vakho, however, took it as an insult, 
and felt it necessary to set the record straight. He mentioned that the lyrics were not “original” 
or “accepted,” that the song was not the property of  Lakhushdi or any other village. “I taught 
85 The “Archangel” or Taringzel was originally a pagan figure of worship, which became integrated 
into the Christian belief system as a facet of Archangel Michael. 
86Svan round dances can be tricky because the dance steps follow a different count than the melody; 
therefore the same moves end up falling not on the same cadences each time, but actually vary. The 
singing and dancing gradually gets faster, until everyone stops, because the “round dance” is often 
followed by a show of soloists, who take turns stepping into the middle of the semi-circle and perform 
complicated moves, accompanied by clapping and singing, then retreating back into their positions. 
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this song to most of  those foreign visitors,” he said, “and now they are paying tribute to 
Lakhushdi.” He compared this to propaganda.  
This situation of  course, would not have occurred if  a very particular kind of  
tourism—music tourism—had not started to become a significant part of  these singers’ lives 
and livelihoods. There are several distinct models that the singers, singing families, and 
ensembles follow in terms of  the experiences they provide for their visitors, and the 
experiences and profits they themselves acquire as a result. Breifly speaking, the  models can 
be described as: the guesthouse or family guesthouse experience (i.e. the family’s house has 
been set up to accommodate visitors, who may or may not be there to learn songs); the 
community homestay experience (visitors, who are almost always there for singing, are 
distributed throughout the community; several families host 2-4 people at a time, and there 
is one centralized space in the village for lessons and meals); or the songmaster experience 
(wherein the house has not been altered and does not function as a guesthouse, except when 
a group comes to learn from the resident songmaster). Though the idea of  seeking out 
traditional masters is by no means new, its shape and prominence in contemporary Georgian 
folk singing practices deserves a closer look: it has created a new audience for the singing 
tradition (both foreign and, to a lesser degree, native), which in turn brings attention to the 
natural landscape, history, food, and viticulture of  the region.  
Others have written about the various amateur and professional non-local singers 
participating in the revival of  a variety of  folk musics throughout the world, whether in camps 
like Village Harmony, or others (Bithell 2014a and b; Lomsade 2019). The influx of  singing 
visitors corresponds to the overall increase in tourism as a result of  post–Rose Revolution 
government initiatives, infrastructural developments, and advertising campaigns, both from 
the former Saakashvili government and the current one under the leadership of  the Georgian 
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Dream party. Since capitalism as a main (essentially only) economic policy has firmly 
established its place in Georgia, music tourism can be viewed as just one logical development 
of  that population’s desire to capitalize on a coveted aspect of  their culture, especially 
following the UNESCO’s recognition discussed in Chapter 1. The conditions for the 
commodification of  folk music have been made possible primarily by the Saakashvili-era 
reforms, especially when it comes to Svaneti, which was the site of  a particularly significant 
overhaul and image re-invention consistent with the process of  heritage-production. One of  
the main points of  emphasis of  the Saakashvili government, which contributed to the 
development of  cultural tourism, was Georgia’s undeniable European identity. I have already 
mentioned that this identity has often been loudly and boldly proclaimed, despite 
inconsistencies with actual policies of  the European Union and various clashes over 
LGBTQ+ rights, and other aspects of  civil liberties and social acceptance. But a complete 
transition from a post-Soviet republic into an EU member state could not have been expected 
so quickly, especially given the Civil War in the early 1990s and the ongoing border 
contestations and conflicts. Nevertheless, the identity of  Georgians as Europeans has indeed 
served as a powerful selling point. In the wake of  increased worldwide Islamophobia, 
Georgia’s predominant Christianity marked it as an outlier, a more “familiar” place for the 
Western European tourist. Georgia’s willingness to send troops to Afghanistan to fight 
alongside the US further emphasized this point (Beacháin and Coene: 925–929).  Thus, 
having established a European connection (even if  much of  the “European” art, music, and 
architecture often came in one way or another from or through Russia), the next step in the 
marketing of  Georgia as a tourist destination was the emphasis on remoteness and 
uniqueness. With Balkan vocal traditions gaining popularity, the eyes of  world music 
practitioners were turned further east than before, and Georgia presented itself  as a treasure-
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trove of  complex vocal harmonies, mountainscapes, and culinary excess.  By being off  the 
beaten path, it became both exotic and thus somehow “untouched,” more authentic than 
other more established destinations. Yet the reality of  Georgia’s geography, as I have pointed 
out before, is that it is not exactly “off ” the path, but rather “on the way” and “in between.” 
Tbilisi is a short and relatively inexpensive flight from Istanbul, Kiiv, or Moscow. And starting 
in 2012, with the arrival of  Wizzair’s budget flights out of  the Kutaisi airport, it became even 
more accessible from a dozen destinations throughout Europe.  
Since hospitality is a point of  pride for Georgians, and the host-guest relationship has 
historically been viewed as one of  the most important ones in society, the transition to hosting 
for money was rather quick and nearly ubiquitous.87 The so-called ‘standards’ of  service have 
undergone upgrades and changes, with younger people having more access to and motivation 
for learning English to better attract and accommodate prospective guests. One could draw 
a parallel here between the conditions of  the Protestant religious vocation in Max Weber’s 
The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of  Capitalism (1930), and the binding host-guest relationship in 
traditional Georgian society. In these cases, a binding contract between self  and God in the 
former, or self  and Guest in the latter, transforms into a contract between self  and capital. 
Within the hospitality industry, then, those who considered themselves or were recognized by 
others as keepers of  folk traditions—not only singing, though this is my focus here—could 
make a choice to participate in the tourist industry by offering folklore aficionados a unique 
opportunity to learn from them. This came about usually through connections to seriously 
committed practitioners who had already been aware of  their existence, such as Joseph 
87 The “host-guest” relationship was commemorated in the famous narrative poem of the same name 
(St’umar-masp’indzeli) by the nineteenth-century Georgian poet, Vazha Pshavela, which was later 
adapted for the screen by Tengiz Abuladze as The Plea (Vedreba; 1967). 
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Jordania or Carl Linich, as well as others following in their footsteps. With time, of  course, 
the singers got to tour, perform overseas, and many no longer require any such 
intermediaries: social media is an effective enough tool for them.  
The idea of  viewing folklore, and folk singing in particular, as a business with a kind 
of  “factory process” has indeed been embraced by some members of  various folk ensembles, 
and completely rejected by others, who find the prospect horrifying. A member of  a 
prominent vocal ensemble once even delivered a presentation in which he went as far as to 
present a business plan for producing singers and deploying them to teach foreigners, 
capitalizing on the demand. Though this was largely dismissed—with some degree of  
indignation—by those who attended the presentation, traces of  this mindset do linger. And 
in small communities that have multiple tradition keepers, the desire to monetize can create 
a desire to essentially monopolize the tradition, which by its very nature rejects 
monopolization.  
In the space of  this chapter, I would like to take a detailed look at the phenomenon 
of  Georgian song tourism by exploringo explore how severalthe different models of  hosting 
and visiting I have mentioned above, and by extension, teaching and learning play out and 
how they affect the modes of  transmission and the communities formed as a result. To do so, 
I will examine examples from Svaneti, Guria, and Ach’ara, with which I am closely familiar. 
I am not, and certainly do not wish to be in a position to make a judgment as to which model 
is better or worse; the biases I have as a former participant, acquaintance, researcher, or 
friend, will be obvious, and I have spent significant time with each of  the groups I present 
here. These developments warrant a closer look in particular because they have emerged as 
an inseparable part of  the narrative of  Georgian songs in the global musical landscape. 
Caroline Bithell (2014b) presents a detailed discussion of  different types of  singing camps 
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and the “global community” they facilitate, but my interest here, which I pursue by examining 
several families and their participation in the song tourism practices, lies less in the perspective 
of  the foreign guests, and more in that of  the hosts and their teachings. 
In the previous chapters we have discussed the questions of  community and heritage 
with respect to tradition and its transmission. This chapter further explores these themes 
within the ethnographic context at hand. How do the teaching approaches change when it 
comes to foreign singers versus the local ones, especially when money is involved? And how 
do foreign learners fit into the discourse of  tradition and its promotion? 
Tradition, as we have already discussed, can be regarded as something to be preserved 
or as something living and constantly changing. If, in Peircean terms, we look at tradition as 
habit, it can be either petrified and become a museum artifact, or it can be a “quickened 
habit”, that is, the kind of  habit that continues to change because its semiosis goes on through 
continuous creative re-presentation: that is to say, if  small changes or improvisations keep the 
sign from ever being “complete.” We can look at the example of  Sandro’s deviation from the 
generic lyrics in “Didebata” as an example of  a moment when habit is ever-so-slightly 
derailed by an outburst of  creativity, albeit a rather tame one, as Sandro did not himself  make 
up the inserted lyrics. But interestingly enough, in this moment, creativity was being 
interpreted as a threat to the community of  the song’s origins. Vakho Pilpani’s economic 
concerns were also motivated by his fear that the community of  Svan singers or lovers of  
Svan music would be fractured if  the song somehow communicated a belonging to a 
particular village (Lakhushdi) or family (the Chamgelianis).  
To re-iterate my introductory remarks, the very word “village” is itself  inherently 
more complicated than “a small rural community”, which is what it might mean to an 
outsider like myself. The Georgian word sopeli can in archaic or poetic contexts (such as song 
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lyrics), be translated not only as “village,” but as “the world”: the currently used word for 
“world” is msoplio, which derives from sopeli.  Thus, there is a strong linguistic connection 
between the world and the village; the village is the original world. E.V. Daniel presents a 
similar point in “The Lost Ur” (2010), wherein the Tamil word ur itself, though usually glossed 
as “village,” takes on a fluid significance, depending on the geographical, social, and ethnic 
belonging (or un-belonging) of  both the utterer and their audience. The village, in these 
contexts, functions as a synecdoche or an index for the larger, if  not the whole, world.  By this 
token, the literal loss or contextual mis- or dis-placement of  one’s ur—or, in our context, 
sopeli—can also implicitly mean the loss of  one’s world or one’s understanding of  what 
constitutes this world. Thus, the anxiety Vakho or any other folk singer might feel when the 
name of  a village is mentioned in a previously geographically unmarked song, can also signify 
that in that moment they perceive the borders of  their world as wrongly delineated.  
II. The Singing Villages: Cases of  Lenjeri, Lakhushdi, Merisi, and
Mak’vaneti. 
1.  
Over the past few years, Lakhushdi has come to be known as “the singing village” 
(momgheralta sopeli).88 Through the efforts of  the Chamgeliani family, together with singer and 
ethnomusicologist Nana Mzhavanadze and her British colleague Madge Bray89, Lakhushdi 
became an alternative to the Pilpanis’ guesthouse for musical tourism. The Lakhushdi model 
itself  differs significantly from Vakho’s. The Pilpanis have been hosting groups of  singing 
88 A literal translation would actually be closer to “a/the village of singers”. 
89 See Bray’s 2011 article “Echoes of the Ancestors” for her take on Svan polyphonic mourning 
practices. 
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enthusiasts since the mid 2000s and have over the years been able to expand and build up 
their house. While Islam Pilpani was the one teaching singing or ch’uniri, Vakho managed the 
logistical arrangements. The Pilpanis’ house, as noted above, is in Lenjeri, the first village 
down the road from Svaneti’s capital, Mestia. During the first of  several stays with the 
Pilpanis, in 2013, I was part of  a group of  twenty-two people, led by Carl Linich. We had 
come to spend two weeks in Svaneti, learning from Islam and another teacher who’d come 
up from Tbilisi. We generally referred to the Pilpanis’ house as “the compound,” since apart 
from a short two-day trip to the village of  Ushguli, it was the locus for all activities, meals, 
and lodging. The house had been set up to accommodate guests, with a large hall with several 
wooden tables in a long line, and chairs and benches on both sides. This room, which was 
adjacent to the kitchen area, was where the group took all the meals and had workshops; past 
the kitchen was the family’s area of  the house. We often heard the sounds of  the television 
coming from one of  the rooms. Upstairs were several bedrooms, already renovated, where 
guests would stay, often four to a room. Our interactions with the family were limited, 
especially outside of  the planned activities. In all my time visiting Svaneti, I never heard 
Vakho mention or introduce me to any singers outside of  those in Ensemble Riho, and I 
learned about the existence of  the Chamgelianis—and even Lakhushdi itself—from YouTube 
videos posted by a French photographer.90  
Though the Chamgelianis’ household plays a central and integral part in the guests’ 
experience, the entire village is involved in the hosting and entertainment of  the guests. 
Seasoned singers from different families are also invited to conduct workshops, something I 
had not seen in the Pilpanis’ compound (it is certainly possible that people who had come to 
90 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3Y8k-2ee8U8 (video by Nicolas Pernot, 2015) 
138 
learn from Islam were only really interested in learning from Islam). The other key difference 
was that the people in charge of  the whole enterprise are almost exclusively women, with the 
Chamgeliani sisters—Ana, Madona, and Eka—at the helm.  
Fig 4.1 The Chamgeliani Sisters in Lakhushdi, July 2019. Photo: Leo Decristoforo 
(L to R: Eka, Madona, Ana (playing the ch’uniri)). 
Ana, in addition to being a member of  a prominent musical lineage, is a conservatory-
educated musician and a virtuoso ch’uniri player, a versatile singer and instrumentalist, who 
sings in the women’s ensemble Sathanao. Madona is an ethnomusicologist who researches 
Svan culture, legends, and folklore. A large part of  her and Nana’s work has to do with 
challenging and exploring the prevailing meanings and interpretations of  Svan songs (most 
of  these interpretations surfaced during Soviet times but had not been researched much 
further), based on local mythology. Ana and Madona split their time between Svaneti and 
Tbilisi, whereas Eka, the oldest sister, lives in Svaneti full-time. She too sings, but during the 
onslaughts of  visitors, she is largely in charge of  the food preparation. The different host 
families in the village all report to Madona, and the guests can also express their concerns or 
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compliments to her. Similar to the Pilpanis, the families that frequently receive guests have, 
over the years, been able to renovate and modernize their homes to meet the demands of  the 
pickier travelers. The host families and other villagers also participate in bonfires and other 
entertainment activities together with the guests. Madona and Ana often tell folktales around 
the bonfire, myths about different Svan deities, followed by corresponding songs.  
“Dali is a very important mythical character for the Svans,” begins Madona. “People 
still believe in her existence. There are many songs about her. In general, in Svaneti, myth 
and reality are very much intertwined. Madona continues, as we sit around the fire together 
on a chilly August evening: 
Words cannot describe Dali’s beauty. She has long golden hair, and she lives 
up in the cliffs. Dali’s strength is in her hair, and she can only cut her hair 
with her own scissors. Dali lives like a real woman, loves, hates, is happy, 
and sad. She can bear children with the same pain as an ordinary woman. 
The one thing she cannot do is forgive. If someone breaks a promise, 
she cannot forgive them, and will seek punishment. Most of the legends 
are about the love of Dali and a hunter, but there are different versions.  
Dali lives in big rocks and is a hunter-gatherer; she manages highland 
animals. She is said to suffer greatly from the killing of all her animals, and 
the fact that she is known as the goddess of hunting is a misconception. 
(Chamgeliani, Madona. 2017. Personal communication. July 26) 
Madona’s audience is a mixed group of  local villagers of  all ages and genders, singers 
from Adilei, and foreign visitors, brought to Lakhushdi through a joint effort on the part of  
Adilei and myself.  In 2017 Levan Bitarovi, Adilei’s designated workshop-master, and I had 
the idea to lead our own study tour after Adilei’s first trip to the US. Adilei’s approach to this 
enterprise relies on their collective identity: the study tours, though managed by Levan and 
myself, always involve several members of  the ensemble who travel together with the students. 
Some join for the entire duration of  the tour, some can only come for a few days, but everyone 
makes an effort. This structure means that no outside help is usually required: members of  
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Adilei drive the two tour vans, pick up the participants at the airports, translate, and help 
with other day-to-day tasks. For the two years, when these tours took place –2017 and 2018 
– destinations varied, but were always determined by where the ensemble likes to go, and
Lakhushdi was on the list both times. 
On this particular evening, in August 2017, Madona tells us the story of  Dali (also 
sometimes referred to as Dæl) and the hunter Betkil. Little plastic cups get passed around, 
followed by bottles of  wine and ch’ach’a.91 “Betkil was strong since childhood,” Madona goes 
on,  
He started hunting at an early age. Once while he was out hunting, he heard 
a scream coming from the cliffs. He followed the sound of  the scream and 
saw a beautiful woman, who was held captive by a devi.92 Betkil aimed his 
shotgun at the devi, but Dali warned him not to shoot. “The devi receives 
energy from the moon. Grab his arm,” she said, “and turn him away from 
the moon.” Betkil grabbed the devi’s arm, and tried to turn him, but it was 
not so easy: they were spinning all night, arm in arm, but as soon as the sun's 
rays appeared, the devi vanished. Dali addressed Betkil with gratitude: “I can 
be your mother, sister, or lover,” she said, “You can choose.” Betkil could not 
resist the temptation of  Dali's beauty and love. He promised never to be 
with another woman. Time passed, and Betkil would spend days up in the 
mountains. When he returned, he would bring meat for his village. 
According to the hunting rules, a good hunter was obliged to distribute the 
meat to the community, and Betkil’s fellow villagers were very pleased with 
him. Dali gave Betkil her special scissors and made him the master of  her 
life.  
Once when Betkil had just come down from the mountains, he saw a local 
girl on the village square. He fell in love with her, gave up hunting, and got 
married. Some time passed, and there was a celebration day in the village; 
Betkili was dancing the perkhuli with the other villagers. Suddenly, a white 
ibex came, kicked Betkil in the leg, and ran. It was a sign! “Who will follow 
it back?!” asked the villagers. “Of  course, Betkili will follow!" was the answer. 
Betkil knew this was a trap, but still, he followed the animal.  One minute 
91 See also Kevin Tuite, “The Meaning of Dæl: Symbolic and Spatial Associations of the South 
Caucasian Goddess of Game Animals” (2006).  
92A devi is a troll-like creature from Georgian mythology. Devis usually live in caves or in the 
mountains. 
141 
he could see the tracks, the next they would disappear. Betkil came to a deep 
cave. An angry Dali was waiting for him, her hair down: "Good day, my 
dear Betkil,” she greeted him. “Whatever happened to my scissors?” “I 
forgot them under my bed, Dali-Goddess,” answered Betkil. Dali hung 
Betkil off  the side of  the cliff. She mourned him, but she could not forgive 
him. (Chamgeliani, Madona. 2017. Personal communication. July 26) 
This story echoes, in a way, the story of  Paris and the golden apple: faced with a choice, the 
man selects beauty and romantic love over his other options, without considering the potential 
consequences his choice might have. In the case of  Paris, his choice resulted in the destruction 
of  his homeland, while Betkil’s choice eventually cost him his life. Both myths also teach us 
that the gods do not always disclose the fine print, and in the end, it is the mortals who will 
always lose because they change their minds, and break promises; they forgive and forget. 
Dali, though she lives, in most ways, like a mortal woman, lacks the capacity for forgiveness, 
because that would mean going back on her word and also not honoring the promise made 
to her.  The debt to her can be repaid only through loss of  life. 
When Madona finishes her story, a song should follow. Yet there is a usually a pause. 
Ana needs some convincing, as do the local villagers, and the Adilei singers need to be 
reminded of  their parts. The song dedicated to Betkil’s fate, “Ba-il Betkili” is a round dance, 
sung in two groups as a call and response, with an overlapping transition. Gradually, a circle 
gathers around the bonfire, and the song begins. A Svan perkhuli usually starts out slowly, with 
the introductory mukhli (verse of  a song) hinting at the rhythm, which becomes more and 
more pronounced as the exchanges between the two groups get faster. In a few moments, 
everyone is engulfed in movement and song, including those of  us who don’t know the steps. 
When the dance winds down, the visiting audience is hungry for more, and asks for more 
songs, but the sisters are unwilling. Ana may play a lyrical song on the ch’uniri with Madona 
and the Adilei singers filling the other voice parts, but that is all for the evening: it is now the 
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turn of  the visitors, most of  whom have had a few drinks and are slightly dizzy from the 
round dance, to sing and play.  
*** 
These stories and performances, in essence, are not much different from Vakho’s 
speeches to the tourists, except for the setting; it is less of  a presentation, and the story is 
longer and more involved than what Vakho would normally offer. In fact, part of  Ana, 
Madona, and Eka’s performance is their reluctance to perform. When asked to sing, they 
often shake their head, motion to their guests to start singing, and frequently look rather 
unwilling to take the figurative stage. Eka, often still in an apron, waves her hands “no.” This 
is an indexically interesting situation, because the physical cues of  reluctance, diffidence, and 
even laziness given by the sisters produce the effect of  added enthusiasm on the part of  their 
audiences. A sense of  rarity and preciousness is created through the baiting of  the listeners, 
and the “will they or won’t they” anticipation. When Ana, quietly, and usually in Svan, sends 
one of  her nephews for the ch’uniri, it seems like a sure sign that singing will indeed take 
place, though no verbal confirmation has been given. But then, another hurdle appears: the 
ch’uniri is a temperamental instrument, and needs to be re-tuned, and so the audience is kept 
waiting. It is hard to tell whether this is a clever trick, a performance, or a genuine resistance 
to the economy of  experiences, an assertion perhaps, of  terms—we sing when we are moved 
to sing—but the result is an audience mesmerized into anticipation. The only time I have 
ever heard the sisters sing with no prodding is in the mornings, before breakfast, in their large 
living room, as the house fills with the smell of  freshly baked bread, mch’adi, kubdari, or 
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khach’ap’uri,93 and the family sets the table while enjoying the last moments before the start of 
a busy day, as the guests trickle in. The Chamgelianis do not only sing and teach, but 
also tend to all the domestic chores themselves, and their energy is limited. It seems that 
their way of staying engaged with their guests despite the double demand placed on them 
by their roles as both songmasters and women of the house, is having no limits or 
restrictions of access to themselves or the house. The before-breakfast moments are both 
private and also completely open, just as the breaks between lessons and meals are. The 
Chamgelianis themselves always underline that they refer to their visitors only as “guests” 
— stumrebi and not “tourists” — t’urist’ebi, thus reaffirming that the guests were always 
welcome everywhere, and should feel as if  they were in their own home.  
Given that the number of foreigners willing to travel all the way to Svaneti to learn 
local songs is finite, the Pilpanis and the Chamgelianis are in direct competition with each 
other. Until Islam’s death, the competition was less serious because both households had 
several loyal tour leaders who consistently brought them study groups. Since the Pilpanis also 
have a large car and are close to the main road—and the Pilpani children are avid skiers—
Vakho was able to keep his guesthouse open through winter as well, focusing not only on 
music tourists, but also those who had come to explore the slopes as well. The Chamgelianis, 
on the other hand, come to Svaneti in winter to observe Lipanaal and other subsequent feast-
days, but rarely have visitors during that time.  
After Islam’s death, Vakho’s position has been jeopardized, since Vakho himself  is not 
93 Mch’adi is a dense fried or baked corn bread made from white corn meal; khach’ap’uri is a cheese-
filled pastry which differs from region to region in form, but is a staple in any Georgian household or 
restaurant, and is often consumed as street food as well; kubdari is a special kind of meat pie particular 
to Svaneti, filled with beef (or sometimes pork as well) and spices and baked into thin dough similar 
to the generic khach’ap’uri dough. 
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regarded in the community as an exceptional singer or instrumentalist, and with Islam 
gone, the number of music groups coming to stay with him has decreased. Even the group 
of Australians, who had been coming every two years for the past decade, now split their 
visit between the two households. Vakho’s Facebook comments, then, are hardly surprising. 
The video, posted by Madona with the hashtag #TheSingingVillage, indicated to him a 
claim on the song performed in it, and the “new” text added insult to injury. Given that 
Vakho and Sandro had had a squabble several months before, with Sandro refusing to take 
the stage at a joint event in Mestia, it is hard to imagine that Sandro was unaware of the 
reaction he would elicit. Once again, as with Vakho’s funeral remarks or Adilei’s 
performance in Chapter 2, the meaning or message of the gesture was vastly different 
depending on who was listening.  The foreigners either did not register the change 
or, having recognized the name “Lakhushdi,” inferred that the lyric made a reference to 
that geographical space. Yet Vakho’s comments mentioned his concern over what those 
foreigners were going to think of the song, now that it had this new, location-specific text.  
He feared that the foreigners would assume the song belonged to Lakhushdi, when it 
is in fact sung throughout Upper and Lower Svaneti, in various forms, with various texts. 
Vakho argued that this kind of added text was harmful to the understanding of the song. An 
interesting claim indeed, provided that it is quite customary for people in different villagers 
to point out various landmarks, be it mineral water wells, churches, ruins, or mountains, as 
the “definitive” subjects of songs. It is, in fact, part of the tourist experience to be surrounded 
by claims to authenticity. Each village is also likely to have its own variants of traditional 
songs, and many routinely performed versions of songs mention particular locations by name. 
The canonical lyrics of “Didebata” that had in some way been agreed upon did not mention 
a specific location. The “non-canonical” lyrics that Sandro sang, in Vakho’s mind then, 
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indicated that Lakhushdi, and by extension, the Chamgeliani family, had claimed the song 
and were teaching it to foreigners under a false pretense of  ownership.  
But who “owns” these songs? The last time they were actually “owned” by anyone 
was during Georgia’s occupation by the USSR, when the music was appropriated by the state 
and the repertoire was dictated to the ensembles, and not the other way around. Vakho’s 
attempt to set things right—to echo the concerns of  the previous chapter’s ghosts—sparked 
a lively debate regarding improvisation, tradition, authenticity, and false advertising, but it 
was quickly diverted into humorous territory by Madona Chamgeliani. She made a few 
tongue-in-cheek remarks about the “propaganda” aspect of  the lyrics, followed by an 
invitation for Vakho to come visit the Chamgelianis in Lakhushdi. But Vakho’s comments 
served another purpose as well: he needed to establish his own relevance and credibility. 
Because his ensemble often performs “crowd-pleasers” not indigenous to Svaneti (or even 
Georgia),94 while wearing the full traditional garb, he has been subject to criticism by other 
folk musicians, who don’t see him as a valid promoter and transmitter of  “true” Svan folklore. 
His discussion regarding the authenticity of  the song lyrics was also an attempt to regain a 
place in the “authenticity” conversation, at least in part motivated by his concern with the 
foreigners’ perception or misinformation, which also pointed to his anxiety about losing his 
clientele. 
2. 
Whereas the question of  provenance is a source of  tension for the Svan singing 
94 For example, multi-panduri [a 3-string fretted strummed instrument] arrangements of non-
indigenous songs like “Sat’rpialo,” or foreign hits like The Beatles’ “Yesterday” make frequent 
appearances.  
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communities, the village of  Merisi in Upper Ach’ara is a different story. The village, which is 
located in the mountains not far from the Turkish border, has become well known among 
Georgian and foreign singers alike as the treasured home of  a beautiful singing tradition, 
resting largely with the Turmanidze family. Everyone, from grandparents to grandchildren, 
sings the local repertoire and shares it with their neighbors, as well as travelers from far and 
wide. The repertoire is specifically identified as particular to Merisi, and other villages’ 
versions and variations of  these songs are designated as such. The location itself  is quite 
beautiful: the central part of  the village is situated at an elevation of  over 2200 feet, and the 
upper part called garetkhe, which is where the Turmanidze family resides, is some 500 feet 
higher still. From there, one can hike for two and a half  hours, or take a ride in a Soviet jeep, 
up to the mta (mountain), where villagers used to take their cattle for the summer (some still 
do, though to a lesser extent). Dozens of  small wooden huts, usually with metal roofs, populate 
the rolling hills. These days, most have electricity and a wood-burning stove in the main room, 
which keeps the hut warm in the evenings, while the top surface is used for food preparation. 
At dusk, a low, white, velvety fog starts to settle, enveloping the houses, as the metal roofs of  
the huts reflect the setting sun, and the cattle return to their stables, filling the air with the 
clanging of  their bells.  
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 Fig 4.2 Upper Merisi (mta), July 2016. Photo: Marina Kaganova. 
Not only foreign visitors, but Georgian singers as well, often visit Merisi to learn the 
local repertoire, which is not always the case with all the singing families. The grandfather of  
the Turmanidze family, Amiran, and his wife 
Melek, both now in their eighties, still spend their 
summers on the mountain. Amiran is the main 
living carrier of  the local singing tradition, and the 
village ensemble, which included many of  
Amiran’s immediate and more distant relatives,
knew a good deal of  local songs. From the 1940’s, the local ensemble primarily performed 
Soviet-style arrangements95 of mostly non-local repertoire until 2009, when Nino Razmadze, 
95 Largely singing all harmonies in parallel thirds, which is not a typical of Georgian traditional 
Fig 4.3 Amiran Turmanidze. Upper Merisi 
(mta), July 2016. Photo: Marina Kaganova 
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a conservatory-educated, Tbilisi-based ethnomusicologist came to Merisi on a research 
expedition (Razmadze, Nino. 2019. Personal Communication. October 5). Razmadze was 
able, in her own words, to “correct” some of  the songs, which the locals had remembered 
incorrectly or incompletely.96  She also helped the singers learn other local songs, which had 
been almost completely forgotten. Thus, the repertoire was polished and expanded, and on 
Nino Razmadze’s initiative, the Merisi ensemble Moq’vare (meaning “lover” or 
“appreciator”), held their first concert in Tbilisi, under the direction of  Jemal Turmanidze, 
Amiran’s son.  
The members of  the ensemble, as Nino herself  puts it, have “the desire and the 
abilities” to perform the songs from their village. They do so with love, enthusiasm, and gusto, 
and are dedicated and invested in keeping them alive: they are every bit the carriers of  the 
tradition the romantic imaginary of  the village goads them into being. But by that token, so 
is Nino Razmadze, who remains close to the villagers and frequently visits them, but is 
nevertheless often omitted from the narrative presented to the general public. It makes sense: 
a lush mountainous village full of  singers with an uninterrupted transmission of  tradition, 
who receive recognition and appreciation from their fellow countrymen and foreign 
enthusiasts, is much more straightforward than the more detailed account, which includes 
outside involvement. The village is, in this context, a sign of  tradition, and it is a very well-
established sign at that. Just like the audience during Adilei’s performance wanted Giorgi 
Khukhunaishvili to have been the creator of  the new variant of  Chven Mshvidoba, the 
visitors to Merisi want the Turmanidzes to represent an “authentic,” continuously 
polyphony. 
96 Most of the time, this has to do with tuning and certain cadences that would not have occurred in 
the songs as they were created but came to exist as a result of Western influence and Soviet practices. 
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transmitted practice. Considering this from a semiotic perspective, however, we don’t 
necessarily have to completely negate one in favor of  the other: both the nuanced narrative 
and the polished one have value, depending on the interpretant. The re-presentation of  local 
repertoire to local singers by an outsider does echo the old Soviet mode of  transmission, with 
the main difference being that the Soviet practice emerged as a result of  the colonial desire 
to control the singing practices and standardize and homogenize the repertoire, whereas the 
current efforts aim to, essentially, reverse that process. Nino’s work in restoring the local 
repertoire to its (albeit imagined) pre-Soviet state in Merisi, is an example of  this reversal. 
There is not only transmission of  songs going on, but also a transmission and re-
appropriation of  methods, albeit with different purposes. In other words, we could say that 
the template upon which the new market economy expropriates was created in Soviet times 
for its own appropriating ends.  The post-Soviet institutional practices are marketed as 
positive and striving for authenticity, but the truth of  the matter is, the the results and means 
for achieving these results vary greatly, depending on village, region, the personalities of  the 
local singers, and the potential profitability of  the venture.  
I remember my first experience of  Merisi quite clearly, as it was at the very beginning 
of  my first year of  dedicated fieldwork. I still spoke only very rudimentary Georgian and had 
not yet gotten used to the fact that, in Georgia, what seemed to me like big decisions and 
plans are often made spontaneously—at least as compared to what I was accustomed to in 
New York City, where lunch with a friend has to be scheduled weeks in advance. Merisi was 
a place I had heard of  many times, but despite my yearly research trips for summer fieldwork, 
I had never visited it. The first Georgian song I ever learned some four years earlier was from 
this very village, and I was curious to meet the people who had taught it to my teachers.  
It was November 2015, and I found myself  traveling to a musical conference-festival 
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taking place in Batumi. My travel companion, Zoe, whom I had met a mere week earlier, and 
who had invited me to come along the day before we were to depart, suggested we stop by 
Merisi, and I was happy to follow along. Our arrival happened to correspond with Merisoba, 
the village feast day. November is rarely a pleasant month anywhere in the Northern 
Hemisphere, and this was no exception. The climate in the Black Sea regions of  Georgia is 
always quite humid, with a persistent dampness filling the air, so that even in hot summer 
months it can take days for clothing to dry on an outdoor clothesline, if  it dries at all.  It was 
drizzling when we arrived, and because hundreds of  people had already gathered on, walked 
upon, and danced around the village square—which consists of  a round, unpaved, empty 
area, surrounded by a few concrete and wooden houses—the ground was firm and settled in 
the middle of  the square, and grew more and more porridge-like the further you were from 
the center. We had missed most of  the celebrations and were just in time for a supra, which 
took place in a banquet hall in one of  the houses. To my surprise, when we arrived, we were 
greeted by several members of  Ensemble Adilei, who had also come to Merisi for the first 
time and had traveled overnight to catch more of  the festivities.  After an hour of  feasting 
and singing, our now very numerous, group departed for the Turmandizes’ home, where we 
were to spend the night. I had only met the members of  Adilei a few times, and was now 
sitting in the Turmandze’s living room, with its bright green painted walls, and a wood stove, 
and watching Adilei learn the song “Ti-ri-ni” from the family. It looked like a very different 
experience from what I had been used to when I myself  had participated in various song-
learning expeditions. Jemal and his son Beso would present a line of  the middle voice, a 
member of  Adilei would repeat it, and so on, then adding the upper and lower harmonies to 
the middle part, which had the solos and carried the main melody.  Nobody had a notebook. 
In fact, nobody had a sound recorder. Khukhu had fallen asleep in his chair in the middle of  
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the room, while holding a cup of  tea. Jumata was walking back and forth behind the table, 
loudly eating an apple, which warranted many a judgmental glance from Sandro, but did not 
stop Jumata from starting on a second apple as soon as he consumed the first. Levan, Lasha, 
and Sandro were the most visibly engaged, taking a couple of  video clips. The song is a two-
choir call and response piece, which starts slowly and then picks up a distinctive dancing 
rhythm accompanied by clapping. Suddenly, the Turmanidzes and Adilei became the two 
choirs, and the song came to life. Khukhu had woken up, Jumata had satisfied his apple 
craving, and it turned out that somehow, miraculously, they too had learned the song. What’s 
more, though I was tiredly observing the lesson and simply recording it, I too had learned the 
song, and not just one voice part – I had learned all of  them. It was not a difficult song, sure, 
but up until then I had always struggled with learning different parts to the same song at the 
same time. Because my experience, knowledge of  theory, and confidence were all very 
limited, I would focus on writing everything down, very precisely, with my own system of  
notation. I would sing one part during the lessons with the various songmasters and do my 
best to take notes for the others, and would then carry a notebook with me, where I had 
meticulously re-written and re-notated all the songs. I was by no means alone in this practice: 
it is essentially what everyone does when they come on these song-learning adventures. What 
had changed, then, in that moment? I realized that the reason Jumata, or Khukhu, or even 
I, were all able to learn the song, was that we were listening. Because a community of  singers 
is also a community of  listeners, a listener that only listens to themselves forecloses their own 
ability to be a part of  the community created by any particular moment of  polyphonic 
singing. By focusing on my own voice, or rather, the brain that controls it, and the notes 
written down that were meant to preserve it, I had created a barrier between myself  and the 
song, not permitting its particular unity to become my main perception of  it. The song—any 
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song—as a sign was not generating the kind of  interpretant that was necessary for real 
internalization, because the sign was incomplete, consisted only of  one voice part, of  scribbles 
in a notebook, of  me trying to sing it and focusing on the inaccuracies.  On the other hand, 
the interpretant (in this case, me, or any other such student) needs to be “fit” to receive and 
interpret the represented object in its near or essential totality.  
Certainly, the semiotic interpretation of  the learning process here echoes Pierre 
Bourdieu’s discussion of  habitus, which he defines as a “systems of  durable, transposable 
dispositions, […] principles of  the generation and structuring of  practices and 
representations which can be objectively ‘regulated’ and ‘regular’ without in any way being 
the product of  obedience to rules” (Bourdieu 1977:72). Interestingly enough, Bourdieu 
himself  mentions improvisation, albeit not necessarily musical improvisation, when he 
suggests that the habitus is the result of  “the durably installed generative principle of  
regulated improvisations” (78) — the very principle at play in the learning process in the 
ethnographic example above.  
*** 
Later in the evening we all gathered around the table, and the Turmanidzes and the 
Adileis shared humorous singing-related stories. I could only understand bits and pieces, but 
it seemed to me that these people had all been friends for years, and I was surprised when 
they told me that they had only met earlier that day.  
In the morning, the fog was heavy, but it had not started raining yet, and the hosts 
and guests stood outside, humming and then singing local songs. Adilei had learned a good 
deal of  the Merisi repertoire prior to their visit, and the Turmanidzes and other members of  
Moq’vare were overjoyed to see these young men from Tbilisi take an interest in their music. 
The friendship between the Meriselebi (people from Merisi) and Adilei began that November 
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and continues to this day; Merisi is one of  Adilei’s favorite places to visit. Adilei, however, 
sings the Merisi repertoire in their own way, sometimes choosing to opt for a softer style rather 
than the robust and loud manera of  the Moq’vare singers.  
Fig 4.4 The Turmanidzes & Adilei. November, 2015. Photo: Marina Kaganova 
(L to R: Beso, Jemal, and Manana (in the back) Turmanidze, Levan Bitarovi, Sandro Natadze). 
Merisi is an interesting example of  a combination of  local heritage and scholarly 
involvement which actually works to the benefit of  the singers: as a result of  the recent “re-
discovery” of  Merisi’s unique repertoire, the local singers have been able to get better 
financial resources and social connections, and more frequently get together, practice, and 
develop their singing skills. So far, there has been little competition and strife among the 
community members, though the Turmanidzes have the only guesthouse in the vicinity and 
receive visitors almost all year round—an endeavor for which they built an additional house 
in their yard. When large groups arrive, the Turmanidzes involve members of  the extended 
family, neighbors, and other community members, and the hosting experience becomes less 
centralized, with different tasks delegated, and thus compensation and connections more 
widely dispersed. The Turmanidzes have received grants and other support from the local 
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and federal governments in order to help them offset some of the costs. In terms of expansion 
and tourism, the Turmanidze family and Ensemble Moq’vare are not so far off from the 
model of the Pilpani family and Ensemble Riho, with the difference being that Moq’vare do 
not deviate from the local repertoire, and while Georgian singers and ensembles often visit 
Merisi, whether to learn or simply to sing together, this has not been the case with the Pilpanis 
or Riho in recent years, when most guests have been foreign.  There is also a different power 
structure: the entire Turmanidze family, regardless of age or gender, comes in contact with 
any and all guests: Jemal’s wife, Manana, manages to do the cooking with the help of various 
relatives, but also join the guests at the table, and the family generally takes their meals 
together with whoever is visiting. Other friends and acquaintances stop by, relatives come and 
go, and everyone can join in whatever activity is going on at the moment. Vakho’s wife, 
Manoni, on the other hand, is essentially invisible, and spends her time strictly in the kitchen 
or doing other housework, together with other female helpers who are summoned 
when groups of tourists visit. The family rarely joins the guests during their meals, except 
Vakho, when there is a supra. Simply put, whatever the motivations of the people involved, 
the Turmanidzes’ approach is to be present, visible, and involved, while the Pilpanis’—
or more specifically, Vakho’s—is to lead and often leave the guests to their own devices 
when no particular activities are planned.  
While the Pilpanis and the Chamgelianis (and other residents of Lakhushdi) in 
Svaneti, and the Turmanidzes in Merisi have all made more or less significant changes to 
their properties to accommodate the influx of tourists, this is not the case for all songmasters’ 
families. The last example I want to bring up here is the Sikharulidze family in Guria. I first 
met the Sikharulidzes in 2014, and have been visiting them every year since. Like many other 
prominent singers, Tristan Sikharulidze is part of a long lineage of folk musicians. He has 
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been a celebrated performer and teacher for most of  his adult life, and once Georgian folk 
music started to gain popularity outside of  Georgia, he too started to host groups of  students 
in his home. However, Tristan’s house has not been converted into a guesthouse; no amenities 
have been added, and though groups come through frequently enough, it is not even every 
year that Tristan receives them. Part of  the reason for this is Guria’s lack of  popularity as a 
tourist destination. While both Svaneti and Ach’ara are known for their landscapes, Guria 
has been largely left out of  the map of  places to visit in Georgia: most places in Guria that 
could be considered tourist attractions, such as Gomis Mta, or the Bakhmaro “resort”, lack 
amenities, and are only inhabited in the late summer.  
Bakhmaro, for example, is a beloved destination for many Georgians, especially 
Gurians (whether they live in Guria or Tbilisi).  I myself  first heard about it from Tristan’s 
family, when his grandchildren were getting ready to leave their village and go to what they 
described as the best place in the world for the month of  August. Bakhmaro’s climate and 
landscape is similar to that of  Upper Ach’ara, which it borders. Just like the mountain above 
Merisi, where the Turmanidze grandparents spend their summers, Bakhmaro is a lusciously 
green highland, with many hills and soft, tree-lined peaks. The evenings are foggy and chilly, 
and the weather changes so unpredictably, there is even a saying about it. After dark, many 
bonfires are built all around the village, with neighbors huddling up on small wooden 
benches, catching up on gossip, after what seems like many perpetually futile attempts of  
getting the children into the saggy wire beds. Most of  the houses have terrible insulation, and 
resemble temporary makeshift huts, with no indoor plumbing, though electricity is usually 
available. There are no showers, except one public one in the village center. The braver youth 
take their chances hiking up to the “fountain of  beauty” (silamazis ts’q’aro)—a nearby 
waterfall—and harnessing the freezing cold water stream by funneling it into tubes made out 
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of  hollow bamboo-like plants that grow all around. Bakhmaro is a sleepy, slow place, one of  
the few still largely undiscovered by foreign tourists, even though the views from Sunset 
Mountain (to be hiked just before sunset), and its counterpart, the Sunrise Mountain (to be 
hiked in the middle of  the night), are spectacular. It seems that in keeping with the rest of  
Guria, Bakhmaro, too, has avoided popularization, and nobody seems to be in a real hurry 
to change that.  
Fig 4.5 Bakhmaro, August 2016. Photos: Marina Kaganova 
What is interesting in all this is that Gurian folk songs are considered to be some of  
the most complex in Georgia, musically speaking, with perhaps, the steepest learning curve. 
They are indeed respected and coveted by Georgians and foreigners alike, though they are 
also very much an acquired taste. It is my view that going to Guria to learn music from Tristan 
Sikharulidze requires a degree of  commitment that separates casual learners from “serious” 
learners: the songs are difficult, the voice parts are rarely parallel, Tristan does not use or 
really read sheet music, and apart from the Shemokmedi monastery and the generally run-
down city of  Ozurgeti, there is nothing to include in a vacation plan anywhere near Tristan’s 
house. Even Bakhmaro, with its misty beauty, is too far out of  reach and not marketed to or 
particularly popular with foreign tourists. And so, the people going to Guria to learn songs 
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are not usually expecting anything other than that—or don’t realize it until they get there—
whereas those going to Svaneti and Ach’ara have a wide array of  activities available to them, 
should they wish to take a break from singing. And so, Tristan’s house is neither a guesthouse, 
nor a community center, nor even a place that is easy to find. There are no signs on the road 
pointing to it, as is the case with all the other locations I have described: upon arrival in 
Ozurgeti, one simply hails a taxi and instructs the driver to go to Tristan Sikharulidze’s house 
in Makvaneti, and if  that doesn’t work, then either Tristan or another family member has to 
be summoned by phone to provide directions, or, the driver can be instructed to simply drive 
to the Makvaneti church, and then follow the road to the well, and then turn left and drive 
past an old tractor. All of  these interactions, amusing as they might be in retrospect, require 
previous knowledge of  the terrain and a common language, otherwise the driver will stop 
everyone on the way and ask them if  they know where Tristan Sikharulidze’s house is. When 
my friends travel with me and experience these episodes, they often find this mode of  
navigation “quaint” or somehow “charming.” But the reality is that the lack of  infrastructure 
and resources to have addresses, post boxes, and regularly running public transport 
throughout most of  Guria and many other provinces, only further demonstrates the striking 
disparity between marketable and unmarketable places. The Ozurgeti municipality, 
apparently, has not been deemed popular enough when it comes to tourism, and therefore 
little effort has been made by the state to improve existing infrastructures or introduce new 
ones that would encourage village life to flourish. In an economy as focused and reliant on 
tourism as Georgia’s, Guria, despite its famous folk singing tradition, is time and again left 
out of  the state’s major plans for economic development.  
Since Tristan’s house was never expanded or refitted to be a guesthouse, and foreign 
music-learning groups do not come as regularly as they do to the other singing families like 
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the Turmanidzes, the Pilpanis, or the Chamgelianis, the hosting experience is also different. 
The space is limited, at times even crammed, and the entire family is visible and involved in 
all the daily activities. Tristan’s daughter-in-law, Lela, with the help of Tristan’s wife, Kuka, 
does the cooking, while his two grandsons—when they are around—often join the groups for 
lessons, taking videos, translating, and exchanging songs with the participants. Tristan often 
sings with his grandchildren, and jokingly reprimands them when they mess up. His manner 
is very direct and straightforward, and he does not shy away from discussing earnings, costs 
of living, and other potentially delicate topics with his foreign guests, especially once they 
come for a repeat visit. When I came to visit him a second time, I was surprised to find that 
Tristan seemed to have more questions for me than I for him.  
In some ways, everything feels almost calculated and scheduled: which songs will be 
learned and how many of them there will be is all decided in advance. There are no big, 
loud, displays of hospitality at Tristan’s, no large parties (though a couple of supras always 
take place, with two or three local singers in attendance), no big gatherings. Little local lore 
is imparted onto the visitors. Tristan does share stories about his family members: his father 
and grandfather in particular, as well as his late cousin Guri, and other singers who came 
from Makvaneti, such as the Erkomaishvili family. Tristan often talks about singing with his 
cousin and father as a child, laughs at the days when he sang k’rimanch’uli, rather than his 
signature meore (second) voice.  He talks about his trips abroad with his trio, especially when 
they went to Paris, and nobody appreciated all the cheeses he brought back home. His 
grandchildren come and show old videos of Tristan and the other Sikharulidzes on 
YouTube and chuckle at the footage of their ancestors, especially Tristan’s father, Ilarion 
Sikharulidze, who seem to never open their mouths when they sing.  
Tristan is very much in charge of  the singing lessons, and has a penchant for 
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conducting impromptu rehearsals as well. I recall a moment when, during my first visit to 
Tristan’s in 2014, our group went for our almost-daily swim in the nearby river, and Tristan 
decided to join us. July in Guria is not only very hot, but also unbearably humid, and the 
river was a true salvation for everyone around. As we were splashing about in the shallow 
water, Tristan sang out the first note of the solo of the song we had been working on, a four-
part, two-choir naduri called “Gordela.” Our group, a bit shy to sing in public, especially 
without our notebooks, picked up the song nonetheless, and on we went, circling Tristan and 
getting louder and louder as we went along. To keep rhythm and make sure we remembered 
our entrances, Tristan splashed the water with his palms. He grew more and more excited, 
and splashed faster and with more and more gusto, the water going everywhere, 
occasionally hitting our faces and mouths, making it almost impossible to sing. The locals, 
who had come to swim in the river, were quite flabbergasted, but very much entertained by 
the episode, and everyone left the river in high spirits.  It was a funny moment, to be sure, 
but there was something about it that felt free and spontaneous, something I had not 
experienced before that point as a learner of Georgian singing. We sang a song we had 
learned two days earlier, with no lyrics and no notes, and it was, somehow, simultaneously 
exhilarating, and also not a big deal.  
III. Being in the Song
 There are many more places, communities, families, who have their own takes on how to 
participate in the economy of musical tourism: after all, it seems that this is a growing 
practice, or perhaps, a growing industry. The questions that persist, at least in my mind, have 
to do precisely with this distinction between practice and industry—being-in and being-
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with—and the biggest question of  all (and one I cannot promise to answer), what is it about 
these songs that makes them what they are, what is it about some of  these people, and not 
others, that attracts inquiry not only from foreigners looking for an esoteric hobby, but fellow 
singers from Georgia itself ?  
Arguably, all these questions are related, are all part of  the same discussion, which 
itself  skirts around the tired notion of  authenticity. In contemporary American scholarship, 
this word has little meaning, but over the years I have noticed that my Georgian counterparts 
use it freely and unabashedly: they seem to know, at least for themselves, what is “authentic” 
(autent’uri) and what is not, and by extension, often enough, what is valuable and what is not. 
Of  course, different scholars and musicians all have different ideas regarding the meaning of  
the term. Some will argue that women singing non-female songs, for example, is inauthentic. 
Others will argue that most songs are not gendered (unless specifically mentioned) and it is 
inauthentic to only relegate lullabies and ballads to women, when singing was often a family 
practice, and thus included all members of  the family, regardless of  gender. Some will look 
at a group like Adilei and deem them “not serious” or “inauthentic” because of  what they 
wear, while others might suggest that the chokha is only one of  the many possible outfits people 
throughout history may have worn while singing these very songs. And though polar opinions 
do emerge as a result of  the discourse around authenticity, the term itself  has yet to retire 
from Georgian scholarly vocabulary.  What my interlocutors generally do agree on is that the 
locus of  “authentic” Georgian polyphony is “the village.” But as we can see, approaches vary 
even within the villages, especially since the singing practice is now essentially part of  the 
global capitalist economy, and the presentation of  authenticity plays a part in the 
marketability of  the experience provided to customers. This also warrants the question of  
distinction between customer and apprentice: arguably, the difference, at least in part, lies in 
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whether money is involved or not. But I also noticed that, over time, a customer can become 
an apprentice; it is as if  there is a rite of  passage of  some sort, a second or third visit to the 
same family, perhaps, or returning on one’s own rather than as a part of  a group. By the same 
token, from what I have observed, if  a foreigner arrives with a group of  Georgian singers, 
their status is different than if  they arrive with a guided tour group (such as one led by Carl 
Linich, Nana Mzhavandze, or others). When I arrived in Merisi with Adilei, for example, I 
was not charged for my stay, nor was I singled out or treated as a peculiarity. Instead, a 
hospitality bond had been established, and a gift exchange initiated, and these friendly 
obligations have been in place ever since. The same can be said about my stays with the 
Chamgelianis: the first visit is an initiation. There is an implication of  potentiality for a long-
term connection and an assumption of  familiarity, on my part, with the local ways. When I 
am with Adilei or another group of  Georgian folk singers, my relationship with the 
communities and the songs shifts simply by virtue of  my inclusion into one group or another. 
 In the examples at hand, the reason for the difference in perception of  me-the-first-
time-visitor, as well as my own approach to learning, hinges on my membership in a particular 
community and thus its way of  life: in this case, way of  singing, and learning songs.  Yet, this 
membership is itself  not permanent, but fluid. When I am traveling with a group of  foreign 
musicians, our shared way of  being implies a particular way of  absorbing information, 
absorbing music, and it is perceived as such by those who do not share it. When I am with a 
group of  Georgian folk singers, my alignment with them implies an acceptance, on my part, 
of  their shared way of  being—or way of  singing, at the very least—even if  I do not open my 
mouth throughout a given evening. Having lived, traveled, and sung with the many characters 
mentioned throughout this dissertation, when I am in a mixed group (that is, foreign music 
enthusiasts and local Georgian singers), regardless of  how I see myself, and where I fit in 
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logically, my hosts might speak to me about the needs or quirks of  “the foreigners.” At that 
moment, I am not included in this “foreigner” category, and we could say my alignment, in 
the view of  my hosts, is with the Georgian group. This is still the case now, even though I 
have not lived in Georgia for several years, and only return for brief  visits, often with other 
“foreigners.” It is natural, of  course, that the more familiar one becomes, the more accepted, 
but I have noticed that when I am accompanied by a non-Georgian on my visits, they receive 
the same treatment as I do, or as the Georgian folk singers do, even if  they do not speak 
Georgian. We are not usually explicitly “taught” any songs, we are simply expected to jump 
in, pick them up on the fly, figure it out, while even more experienced and musically gifted 
singers in the “foreigner groups” receive lessons and are privy to an organized learning 
structure. At the same time, after some time has passed and a familiarity has been established, 
anyone can navigate between the two settings: it is not necessary that we stay consistent: just 
as any one person can transition from the music tourist group into an apprentice role, 
someone in my position of  researcher/apprentice can request a workshop (or even conduct 
one), as can any of  the Georgian folk singers themselves. 
 Heidegger makes an interesting point that I think illustrates this sort of  dynamic – 
one, in which the line between “an outsider” and an “insider”, so to speak, is constantly 
crossed back and forth, rather than one that enforces a rigid setup of  “us” and “them”, or 
“me” and “the other”. 
By  “Others,” he writes, 
we do not mean everyone else but me—those over against whom the ‘I’ 
stands out. They are rather those from whom, for the most part, one does 
not distinguish oneself—those among whom one is too... By reason of this 
with-like Being-in-the-world, the world is always the one that I share with 
Others. (Heidegger 2010: 26: 154-5) 
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If  we imagine these Others to be the Georgian folk singers, what I have been getting 
at here is precisely the way of  existence, the way of  practice that instead of  setting one against 
the others, always implies that one is among them. What is particularly pressing here is the 
fluidity and impermanence of  the hierarchical aspects of  this sort of  relationship, a de-
centralized conception of  power that forgoes a dialectic in favor of  a triad, in this case.   As I 
see it, this is one of  the main reasons that the singing families that operate more along the 
lines of  the fluid, community-oriented power structure rather than those who have more 
quickly adopted the post-Soviet capitalist arrangement wherein wealth, knowledge, and 
power can and should be consolidated on a first-come first-served basis, have remained more 
popular with Georgian singers and allow for the customer-to-apprentice transition, even if  
they remain financially less successful and must rely on their communities, just as their 
communities have come to rely on them.  
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Chapter 5: Bodies of  Voice /Voiceless Bodies 
The Folk Center Funeral// Signs of  the Dead // Talking to Pictures // The Body and the State// The 
Songmaster’s Grandson  
Shalva chemo sikharulo sitsotskhlezed met’ad t’k’bilo  
Chemi tavis sanugeshod nashobo da gamozrdilo 
bedisagan dachagrulo didi ch’iris gardakhlilo 
unugeshod damts’vari var gtov mokhvide momichrdilo 
Sanam k’alams avighebdi tavshi pikri momigrovda  
Da titebis mosats’erad tamashoden ichkaroden  
Chemi gulis p’asukhebi shentan mosvlas ists’rebodnen 
Ra sats’erad saqme midga gamiprindnen gamikrolden 
Sheni ese ganshoreba chemgan aghar daindoba 
Shentan aris gantsuqrelad chemi guli chemi grdznoba 
Shalva, my joy, sweeter than life itself !  
Born and raised to be my solace, 
Bullied by fate, you have seen such sorrow  
I am burning up, please give me some shade 
Before I took up my pen, I had a thought in my head 
And my fingers wanted to write to you fast  
My heart was impatient, full of  questions,  
But when it came to writing, I had lost them all. 
Our separation is unbearable,  
You have my heart, my adoration. 
- Gurian folk song, “Shalva Chemo”
trans. D. Kiria & M, Kaganova
I. The Folk Center Funeral
On January 12th, 2019, I found myself  waking up at dawn and driving across the 
country to attend another funeral. Guri Sikharulidze, a beloved, respected, and highly 
influential Gurian singer, had passed away on Orthodox Christmas (January 7th), at the age 
of  eighty-eight. I had only met him a handful of  times, and that, too, before he suffered a 
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stroke that left him weakened and effectively ended his performing career. I have, however, 
been a frequent guest at the home of  his cousin, songmaster Tristan Sikharulidze. The two 
cousins, plus Merab Kalantadze, made up the trio Shalva Chemo, named after a well-known 
Gurian song. Shalva Chemo enjoyed international success in the 2000s and 2010s, with tours 
in Europe and the US, until Guri fell ill and was no longer able to perform or travel.  
 Though groups of  foreign students visit Tristan Sikharulidze’s house nearly every year, 
staying for up to two weeks per visit, Guri never made a career as a workshop instructor or 
songmaster. He and Merab would come over for dinner some evenings and sing with Tristan; 
the foreigners would marvel at and record the performances, and in turn share what they had 
learned. It was under such circumstances that I met Guri during my first stay with Tristan’s 
family in June 2014. I distinctly remember that several weeks later, after we had all returned 
home, one of  my fellow participants sent over his videos of  the trio and related his then-
partner’s reaction to them. The three men sang so casually and matter-of-factly that “they 
could have been washing their armpits,” she had said.  
 
Fig 5.1 Trio Shalva Chemo Singing at Tristan Sikharulidze’s house in Mak’vaneti, Guria. July, 2014. 
Photo: Marina Kaganova. (L to R: Guri Sikharulidze, Tristan Sikharulidze, Merab Kalantadze. 
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Guri had spent his life in the village of  Makvaneti, a small place that can nonetheless claim 
some of  the most prominent Gurian singers, and is sometimes referred to as the “cradle” of  
Gurian song (Fairley 2017:60). The current situation in Makvaneti, as well as in the entire 
province of  Guria, is that of  a steady population decline; young people leave primarily for 
Tbilisi (or in rarer cases Batumi or Kutaisi), and older people leave this world.  In fact, census 
data demonstrates that inhabitants aged between twenty-five and forty-four make up only 
about twenty-five percent of  the population in the province (Hakkert 2017:6), while those 
over the age of  sixty-five compose nineteen percent (de Bruijn and Chitanava 2017:6). A 
large portion of  houses stands abandoned or neglected, and most of  the population survives 
on subsistence farming, as there is little industry and few tourist attractions. We do not need 
to go far to observe this general tendency close-up: the Sikharulidze family is itself  an 
example, despite their relative fame and success with foreigners. When I first got to know 
Tristan Sikharulidze, the inhabitants of  his house included, in addition to his wife Kuka, his 
daughter-in-law Lela and Lela’s two children, Ila and Levan. Tristan’s son, the boys’ father 
Zaza, had relocated to Tbilisi to work, visiting his family on weekends. The rest of  Tristan’s 
family, including his daughter and her family, had already been living in Tbilisi for a long 
time. Ila, having graduated from high school and passed his exams, moved to Tbilisi the 
following year. Levan followed suit some two years later. Though both grandchildren, 
especially Levan, had been active in local movements focused on better education and the 
overall development of  Guria, participating in various NGO-sponsored projects and taking 
on leadership roles in the community, staying in Guria was never an option. And once Levan 
got into his university of  choice, Lela too, moved to Tbilisi to be with her husband and sons, 
leaving Tristan, now over 80 years old, and his wife alone. 
Tristan, despite his advanced age, still works at the local k’rimanch’uli school, and often 
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teaches and directs rehearsals for children and adults alike, as he has done for years. No 
matter his efforts, however, most young singers, just like his grandsons and their peers, leave 
Guria. Those who return are usually employed by the local branch of  the Folklore Center, or 
the k’rimanch’uli school, often upon completing their studies at the Giorgi Mtasmindeli 
College in Tbilisi, where they receive a choirmaster certificate. The Folklore Center unveiled 
their new project earlier in 2018: a big, modern building in the center of  Ozurgeti, with 
plenty of  space and facilities. It was in this new space that the late Guri Sikharulidze’s funeral 
reception took place, and it is from this space that the casket was carried out and transported 
to the cemetery.  
Fig 5.2 The State Folklore Center Building in Ozurgeti. January 2020.  Photo: Marina Kaganova. 
We arrived towards the end of  the wake. The coffin stood in the center of  a large open 
hall, the body covered with a white shroud. Flowers and portraits surrounded the casket. 
About fifteen feet to the side was a microphone stand, and people took turns giving short 
eulogies. According to custom, each guest must circumambulate the body before it is carried 
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outside, and so from time to time a new person or group of  people would walk, clockwise, 
around the coffin. Usually, this takes place in a separate room, as was the case at Islam’s 
funeral: this room is also the locus of  women’s khmit nat’irali (voiced weeping), which usually 
goes on for a few days, up until the burial procession. At Guri’s funeral, instead, the deceased’s 
relatives were seated farther into the room, in a kind of  semi-circle facing, but not too close 
to the coffin, so as to allow the guests room to walk around.  
 The last speaker was Giorgi Donadze, the head of  the State Folklore Center of  Georgia. 
He addressed Guri’s talent and contribution to the world of  folk singing and went on to assert 
that the Folklore Center did everything it could to better Guri’s living situation while he was 
alive, including providing him with all sorts of  awards and recognitions, and covering the 
funeral expenses as well. He said that it was a great honor for the new folklore center to be 
the locus of  such an important funeral of  such a great man, and went on to speak, for a 
minute or two, about the virtues and achievements of  the organization and its newest branch. 
When he finished, a group of  men situated at some distance to the left of  the main entrance, 
performed several chants. Since singers comprised most of  the attendees, the group gradually 
expanded as people made their way around the body and over to their side of  the room, 
softly joining the basses, or simply listening.  
 Slowly, some of  the attendees gathered up the flowers surrounding the casket.  Then a 
group of  men lifted the casket and carried it outside. Dozens of  cars were already lined up; 
we got into ours and followed the procession to the cemetery, where we were greeted by 
several rather belligerent graveyard employees, who, following the customary short prayer 
and the paying of  last respects, started shouting to each other in informal Georgian—to put 
it mildly—as they clumsily tried to lower the casket into the ground. The earth was hard, 
both because of  the recent cold spells in the region and the high concentration of  clay in the 
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soil, which had hardened, making it difficult to shovel. In the first moments of  burial, large 
reddish-white rocks landed on top of  the casket, not the kind of  dark velvety earth one 
imagines when thinking of  a burial. With all the hubbub and the shouting, Guri’s family did 
not stay until the grave was fully filled. Tristan motioned to us, indicating we should follow 
him out. After years of  knowing him as a jovial, energetic, and charismatic presence, I was 
struck by just how small and old he suddenly looked. We followed Tristan and others out of  
the cemetery, leaving the gravediggers to their shouting and labor, and drove to the restaurant 
where the funeral supra, kelekhi, was to take place.  
 
 
Fig. 5.3 Tristan Sikharulidze at his desk. June 2014. Photo: Marina Kaganova. 
  
  
 The kelekhi is set up similarly to a celebratory supra, with many different dishes brought 
out in close succession, with plates stacked almost on top of  each other, and plentiful wine 
and ch’ach’a available for those in attendance. The kelekhi used to be a more intimate affair, 
with friends, neighborsneightbors and family members in attendance: it was, after all, more 
difficult to get around in Gerogia’s mountainous landscape. As both mass communication 
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and means of  transportation developed, however, so the kelekhi became a larger gathering, 
which now often takes place in restaurants or banquet halls (Sebiskveradze 2019). If, as was 
the case with Islam’s funeral, for example, the family hosts the kelekhi, a great deal of  
preparation goes into it. Long tables and benches must be built to accommodate everyone 
who might come, and all the food has to be purchased and prepared in large quantities by 
several people. No meat is served at the kelekhi, so the dishes traditionally prepared with 
chicken, pork, or beef, are instead made with fish or mushrooms. 
 Nino Kirtadze’s 2004 documentary Tell My Friends That I’m Dead, which gives an 
extensive and intimate portrayal of  mourning rituals in Guria’s neighboring Samegrelo 
province, shows this process in great detail, with family members and friends of  the deceased 
constructing the tables and wooden tents for the guests. The film dwells on the fish for a while: 
we follow it as the fishermen deliver it in a motorboat, presumably just-caught, but already 
in large woven plastic sacks, then hand it off  to several men, who load it onto a vehicle best 
described as a rural golf  cart, and deliver it to the family. We then see several women standing 
over basins full of  bloody fish water, gutting the fish and talking to each other, as they slice 
the bellies and cut off  the heads of  the fish.   
 




 “You know what,” says one, as she picks up a yet un-gutted fish, “in other countries, 
they don’t bring the dead home. The family does nothing,” she continues. “They even bury 
their dead standing up to save space” (Kirtadze 2004). It is true that, in the US at least, we 
cannot and do not bring the dead home: we bring them to the funeral home (or rather, the 
undertaker brings them there), where their bodies are prepared for the final farewell. The 
contact the family has with the body is thus limited and regulated by the opening hours of  
the funeral establishment. This is not the case with Georgian funerals. Having gotten used to 
walking past several funeral homes in my Brooklyn neighborhood on a daily basis, I was 
surprised when I saw none when I relocated to Tbilisi. Nor did I see any in the provinces. 
Only once I attended a funeral in Georgia did I realize that every household had a special 
table for the dead, and that quite frequently, the homes of  the deceased were also where 
morticians performed their duties.  
 The restaurant where the meal took place was a multi-story structure, which didn’t look 
like much from the outside: most buildings in Ozurgeti, with the exception of  the new 
Folklore Center, the police station, and perhaps a handful of  other constructions, do not look 
particularly structurally sound, having been erected during Soviet times and largely neglected 
in terms of  large-scale renovations and upkeep since then.  
      
Fig 5.5 Buildings in Ozurgeti (L) and Makvaneti (R) June 2014. Photos: Marina Kagnova 
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The restaurant was predominantly white. The walls, tablecloths, and tile were all white. A 
large banquet hall had been prepared for the occasion: ten long tables, with about twenty 
seats at each. Since the kelekhi is a kind of  supra, it had a designated tamada: the same man 
who had been the emcee at the reception, the director of  the Ozurgeti Branch of  the Folklore 
Center. He began with the traditional first toast to God, and motioned for the attendees to 
rise, a fairly customary practice. My female neighbor and I were assured, by the gestures of  
the men next to us, that we should stay seated, also a customary practice.  “Ah, we mustn’t 
forget that we are just women,” she sarcastically whispered to me. The men sat back down, 
and everyone began eating, only to be interrupted by the tamada just a mere moment later. 
He said the next toast and once again motioned for the men to rise. This was less customary, 
but the men complied, raised their glasses, drank their wine. They sat down again, and had 
barely finished refilling the wine glasses, when once more the tamada began to speak, once 
again compelling the men to rise. Though the majority did so, some chose to remain seated 
this time. My neighbor to the right, a young man from a neighboring village who grew up in 
a large musical family, and has remained a frequent guest of  the Sikharulidzes, stayed seated. 
After the fourth or fifth toast, he turned to me, and said “What is all this sitting down and 
standing up? Is this man a tamada or a gym teacher?” 
  About half  an hour later, the gravediggers arrived at the banquet. They sat at their 
designated table, just behind where we were. The kelekhi went on, and the tamada toasted 
the memories of  Guri’s parents and teachers, and the health of  his children and 
grandchildren. The gravediggers, however, had their own supra, with their own tamada and 
their own toasts. As they got drunker (they were already inebriated by the time they arrived) 
and rowdier, the volume of  their toasts, jokes, and laughter increased, almost drowning out 
the microphoned tamada, and there we had it: an unexpected kind of  polyphony. 
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II. Signs of  the Dead  
  
 Mourning rituals in Georgia have been studied rather extensively in the past few 
decades (Kalandadze-Makharadze 2000; Kirtadze 2004; Kotthoff  2002; Ninoshvili 2012; 
Zemp 2007), adding to the existing body of  anthropological and ethnomusicological 
scholarship on different forms of  lamentation (Feld 1982; Feld and Fox 1994; Wilce 2006, to 
name just a few). Helga Kotthoff  (2002) and Lauren Ninoshvili (2012) specifically examine 
the gendered aspects of  Georgian lamentation: in Kotthoff ’s case focusing on the “poetic 
performance of  grief  and pain,” (283) and in Ninoshvili’s exploring the “metamorphosis of  
Georgian women’s expressive labor”(1). Through her close analysis of  a woman’s public 
display of  grief  over her murdered son, which is then taken up by various media outlets, 
Ninoshvili supports her argument regarding cultural continuity when she states that 
“women’s traditional funerary laments and the contemporary, mediated performances 
broadcast to national audiences draw on a shared set of  stylistic, gestural, and discursive-
interpretive conventions to precipitate social and/or political change” (Ninoshvili 2012:1). 
These traditional practices have come to occupy a place often synonymous with public 
performance in the contemporary post-Soviet cultural landscape, which also includes 
engagement with television, and more recently, social media broadcasting.  
 Women are often named as the chief  actors in mourning rituals, public or private. Feld 
and Fox (1994), Kotthoff, and Ninoshvili all reiterate the gendered nature of  these practices. 
According to Kotthoff, “women enjoy high respect” in their roles as mourners, something 
that is often at odds with a society otherwise overwhelmingly prone to blatant gender 
imbalance, wherein women’s labor—domestic or otherwise—is frequently devalued or taken 
for granted. It is certainly noteworthy, then, that the funeral I attended at the Ozurgeti 
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Folklore Center, the funeral of  a folk singer and carrier of  a precious tradition, had no female 
speakers, no female public mourners. Though the women of  the family—Guri’s daughter 
and granddaughters—understandably expressed more emotion than the others, crying and 
holding each other, they never spoke, they did not wail. They never addressed the public. 
They got a toast at the kelekhi, but it was not one of  them delivering the last eulogy, speaking 
to the deceased as he was carried out. It was not their voices we heard at the cemetery or at 
the kelekhi.  
 Death is a sign of  absence, and absence in one space is an index of  presence in another: 
the space the body occupies above ground becomes empty; the one below ground fills up. It 
is the opposite with the voice: it comes from within, from beneath, then fills the air for a 
moment and disappears into the ears of  others. The dead person, too, ceases to be a discrete 
entity, both literally and figuratively. As a semiotic object, a person, dead or alive, is defined 
by their continuous re-representation, those “significant effects” Peirce talks about, which do 
not rely on or even require direct contact or knowledge of  a person. And when a person dies 
and is buried, they are no longer capable of  direct contact, their body’s integrity is disturbed, 
and they exist as an interpretant in multiple minds. The body meanwhile disintegrates, too—
is consumed by many organisms, becomes a part of  them.  
 This transformation of  a coherent object into a multitude of  indexes happens on 
several levels, and manifests itself  differently with respect to our senses— both in terms of  
the senses such as sight and hearing and in terms of  our sense of  self. “Although no longer 
extant, the dead individual possesses reality in the Peircean sense,” suggests Kieran Cashell 
(2007: 365). “The dead person can be defined as real yet non-extant, an absent and also silent 
being, that ‘manifests’ their continued reality through their remaining ex post facto indexical 
signs” In his essay, “Ex Post Facto: Peirce and the Living Signs of  the Dead,” Cashell speaks 
 
175 
at length about photographs and their indexical qualities—a subject to which I will return in 
the following section of  this chapter—but his observations regarding the semiotic position of  
the dead need not only apply to the visual. Sound, recorded sound in particular, has the very 
same, equally potent indexical qualities, and in the world of  singers and orally transmitted 
practices, the sounds of  voices become the primary, and often only identifiers—traces not 
only of  the people, but also their individual contributions to the a shared way of  existence. 
At the same time, there is the irrevocable loss of  the living voice, a break—whether in the 
sense of  the itako in Marilyn Ivy’s (1995) example of  Japanese spirit mediums, or in the 
undeniable fact that Guri Sikharulidze will continue singing the same songs the same several 
ways he does on recordings forever now. The living must reconcile the absence with the 
presence: the former physical and permanent and the latter semeiotic and finite.  
 The kind of  “broken” multi-vocality of  the women’s khmit nat’irali, I would argue, is 
allows the living to approach this recognition because it is a performance, but also an 
extemporaneous expression of  grief, and the voices of  the women break, as their selves break 
and recover, as our selves break and heal. The khmit nat’irali is also, crucially, a conversation 
with, or perhaps more precisely, towards the dead, and thus it cements the relationship that 
continues after death: as Cashell writes, “we maintain a relationship with the dead precisely 
in their death” (2007:345).  
 The absence of  khmit nat’irali during Guri Sikharulidze’s funeral then, is all the more 
striking because of  the role it plays in establishing the in-death relationship discussed above. 
The result of  omitting this practice, and instead placing the ritual in the hands of  an 
institution, is a deep sense of  absence and loss, which some of  my interlocutors expressed to 
me, not only of  Guri, but of  the connection to him that is established through the intimacy 
and repeated breakage and recovery expressed through the khmit nat’irali in particular, and 
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women’s emotional labor in general. The voicelessness of  the funeral emphasized the 
narrative that the old songmasters were leaving us and leaving a hole in the heart of  the 
tradition. The irony was, however, that the means of  making this gap feel smaller, of  letting 
the connective threads continue, were replaced by statements of  its irreparability and 
inevitability. 
III. Talking to Pictures
It is not my intention to make a broad claim or sweeping declaration regarding the 
status of  Georgian mourning rituals as a whole, because even my own attendance of  two 
rather public funerals presented very divergent images in terms of  “traditional” practices; 
rather, I question and analyze the meaning and significance of  the absence of  some of  these 
rituals at a particular event, where they would have been expected. It would thus be quite 
wrong to say that women no longer participate in khmit nat’irali, because they certainly still 
do. Nino Kirtadze’s film, referenced above, conveys the idea that these practices are very 
present indeed: the main protagonists of  the film are the female relatives of  the deceased, on 
whose shoulders lie all the preparations and arrangements for the funeral, and whose 
harrowing lamentations are central to the film. Ninoshvili’s incorporation of  modern media 
into her analysis of  women’s mourning is echoed in the film as well, by the mourners 
themselves, who integrate the television into their laments and directly reference the 
experience of  seeing their deceased loved one on the screen, during the obituary segment of  
the local news. “How much you used to love the telly, Tsotne, my brother,” cries the sister of  
the deceased, “and now I am going to see your photo on the telly. Maybe you will say 
something to me, maybe you will whisper something to me” (Kirtadze 2004, fig 5.6). Though 
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she addresses the body, situated on the special table in front of  her and the other mourners, 
covered with a white shroud, she also transfers the agency to the photo.  Through the 
television, the image can acquire a voice, because the television can re-animate, has the 
unlimited capacity for reenactment. It is the only time when this sort of  hope is expressed in 
the film: though the dead are overtly addressed, the wailing and exclamations are understood 
to be rhetorical; there isn’t an expectation that the corpse will speak, though the deceased 
may communicate through a dream, a vision, or a sign, or a photograph on the television.  
Fig 5.6 Stills from Kirtadze’s Tell My Friends That I am Dead (2004) 
The photo is both an icon and an index, a likeness and a path of  transmission, a point of  
connection with the spirit.  At a later point, the same woman addresses the photo of  her 
mother, speaks to it and instructs it to give the brother they are about to bury a “good telling 
off,” before the photo is placed into the coffin.   
Cashell brings up a personal anecdote described by Roland Barthes in Camera Lucida 
that crystallizes the photograph’s ability to revive but also confirm the passing of  a person, a 
loved one in particular. Barthes speaks of  going through some photographs not long after the 
death of  his mother: “My grief  wanted a just image,” he writes, “an image which would be 
both justice and accuracy” (Barthes 2000:70). In other words, as Cashell puts it, Barthes was 
searching for an image that “possesses something—some intimation of  her past presence” 
(2007:355), but is forced to accept that this is not possible, that no image will satisfy this need. 
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“I had acknowledged that fatality, one of  the most agonizing features of  mourning, which 
decreed that however often I might consult such images, I could never recall her features” 
(Barthes 2000:63). But suddenly, having almost come to terms with the fact that he would 
never be able to recall his mother’s features “as a totality,” Barthes unexpectedly finds what 
he is looking for: a photograph of  his mother in her childhood, taken in 1898. Though 
Barthes obviously never knew his mother as a child, he tells us that he “studied the little girl 
and at last discovered my mother” (2000:68).  Cashell argues that, in this moment, the 
photograph is a vessel for the revelation of  what he calls “the absent being of  the dead 
individual.” “Thus the photograph,” he continues, “in this instance becomes a paradigmatic 
example of  a sign through which the being of  the dead comes to its disclosure. And Barthes’s 
candid account of  this process is an exemplary instance of  the process of  semiosis through 
which the dead continue to discourse with the living.” (2007:357). What Cashell goes on to 
suggest is that, semiotically speaking, the photograph can force one to encounter the essence 
of  the deceased through a moment of  being shaken out, in a way, as if  from a slumber. The 
significance of  the photographic image is not only in its ability to provide an exact likeness, 
but rather in its real, physical connection to it object, the trace it inevitably has. In Kirtadze’s 
film, we see Tsotne’s relatives go to the hospital where he had passed away, and then slowly 
and carefully drive back to the family home as one of  the women methodically and gently 
unwinds a big spool of  white string during the entire journey. This is done to bring the soul 
of  the deceased home from the location of  their passing. This trail, which reconstructs the 
body’s path and is to be repeated by the soul, starting with the locus of  absence — first of  the 
dead man’s living being, and then second, of  his physical body, which has since been relocated 
to his home — has a similar quality to the acknowledgment of  the “here” and the “there” 
Cashell highlights in reference to the photograph of  Mme Barthes. Just as the photograph is 
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a testament to one having, in a particular moment, been present in a particular place, it is 
also a testament to one’s absence from it.  
I recall my own grandmother, who had grown up in Georgia and lost her brother in 
World War II (before joining the army herself  and fighting through 1945), telling me that her 
mother spoke to the photograph of  her late son, every night, in broken Georgian (my great-
grandmother was originally from Belarus, but married a Georgian and lived in Kutaisi for 
several decades), up until she herself  died. As a teenager, I understood the sentiment behind 
this, but not exactly the action itself, and it did not occur to my grandmother to elaborate. 
Growing up in a different world, I had only seen people address the dead that way during 
séances in films, or as a particularly tragic example of  the inability to cope with bereavement, 
a kind of  delusion. In my world, we did not speak to photographs. It is only recently that I 
have been able to contextualize this continuous mourning ritual and the importance of  the 
photograph. The fractured, one-sided conversation with the images of  the dead, then, also 
fulfills a similar function to the practices of  women’s voiced weeping. The images, on their 
own, are indexes of  the dead, but it is the speaking to them, the living voices, that truly signify 
the irrevocable break. In my great-grandmother’s case, think the insistence on the Georgian 
language, broken or not, had a special significance as well, because it pointed to the particular 
relationships Georgian people, or more precisely, Georgian women, establish with their dead. 
As “historical records suggest,” writes Ninoshvili, these mourning practices (that is, 
voiced weeping) “go back at least one thousand years” (Ninoshvili 2012:6). Why then, if  these 
very powerful practices are as old as the other forms of  local folklore, would a funeral 
organized by the Folklore center lack any recognizable markers of  this tradition? One of  the 
reasons is that they are not, strictly speaking, polyphonic. As discussed in Chapter 1, 
polyphony has been elevated to a privileged position, and the women’t khmit nat’irali is not 
 
180 
considered a polyphonic performance the same way the Svan zari is.  
 Lauren Ninoshvili’s analysis of  the recent history of  the Georgian lament further 
explains this absence, not only in terms of  polyphonicity, but modernity as well. In the 
nineteenth century, when Georgia was part of  the Russian Empire, the “predominantly 
Russian-educated intellectuals and public figures began to question the need for traditional 
funerary practices to continue” (Ninoshvili 2012:6), while simultaneously starting to collect 
and publish the lament texts alongside other expressions of  folklore. “These efforts,” writes 
Ninoshvili, “helped to shift responsibility for the management of  personal emotional 
experience—including emotions surrounding death—from relatively close-knit, space-
delimited rural communities to an increasingly urban imagined national public” (7). It is a 
commonly told story that the Russian Empire did not condone Georgian sacred liturgy, 
considering it, as my interlocutors put it, “bad-sounding.” Even though Georgia, like Russia, 
has historically been an Orthodox Christian country, when Georgia was finally and 
completely absorbed into the empire, the Georgian Patriarchate was stripped of  its 
autocephalous status and became part of  the Russian Orthodox eparchy. The traditional 
galoba (church chanting) became marginalized in favor of  more European or Russian-
sounding liturgy. By the same token, the intense and overt displays of  emotion, the wailing 
and addressing of  the deceased were deemed backwards and unrefined by the Georgian 
intellectual elites, who were trying to prove themselves as equally modern, educated, and 
sophisticated as their colonial overlords. “Using the emergent public forum of  the printed 
press to stage what was frequently very heated diatribe, they called into question the 
continued necessity of  traditional mourning practices—including women’s lament” 
(Ninoshvili 2012:7). This approach to the mourning rituals essentially ignored its emotional 
value, its communal experience. The suggestion (espoused by progressive intellectuals of  the 
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time) that modern media was more efficient at celebrating the dead and announcing their 
passing, is a quintessential example of  a kind of  self-mythologizing logic of  enlightenment 
and modernity. This is a logic that was not only harmful in terms of  reducing women’s place 
in the social order, but also, as we can see now, was instrumental in relegating their living 
practices to the fringes and marking them as essentially outdated and provincial when 
encountered in the modern world. As we have seen from Chapter 3, this mode of  thought, 
in turn, resulted in the vast potential for these very practices to become exoticised and 
coveted. At the same time, the most sought-after example, the Svan male zari, is, well, male. 
The women’s mourning that happens directly beside the zari performance, does not seem to 
occupy the same status as an art form. When my colleague unceremoniously put her recorder 
under the coffin to record the wailing, though my first reaction was that of  surprise and 
concern over the ethics, her wish to record the wailing was also her way of  acknowledging its 
cultural significance, its legitimacy alongside with the zari. The women’s lament, at least in 
that case, was private and raw, while the men’s zari was public and musically complicated, 
and garnered the attention of  the local media and the Folklore Center’s representatives.  
In all my years of  fieldwork and research, I do not recall hearing any particular 
references to Gurian lament traditions, women’s or men’s. Though Georgian 
ethnomusicologist Nino Kalandadze-Makharadze (2000) does describe the Gurian zari, I 
have to date not heard it performed live, not even at Guri’s funeral, not even outside the 
folklore center, not even as the casket was carried outside, which would have been the most 
traditionally appropriate time for it. Many of  my folk singer friends instructed me to film a 
Svan funeral and record the zari, which they then asked to see, but none expressed any interest 
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in any recordings from Guri’s funeral.98 
 It seems then, that in the way the funeral of  Guri Sikharulidze was orchestrated, the 
Folklore Center followed in the footsteps of  those late nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century, Russian-educated intellectuals, who did not consider the extant forms of  lament to 
be an attractive or contemporary form of  expression, and instead catalogued it with other 
cultural curiosities of  a bygone era. The women’s laments were too “vulgar” for them in the 
wake of  modernity, and, once again, they were too vulgar for a state-sponsored event. 
Looking at this moment from a more expansive historical perspective than the Soviet versus 
post-Soviet dichotomy allows us to more or less complete the circle, or rather, spiral, wherein 
each turn expands the landscape but maintains its essential form.  In the attempts to break 
with a Soviet legacy, an imperial legacy emerges, and in trying to emphasize the importance 
and relevance of  folklore, its original contexts are all but erased, only to immediately allow 
for a mourning of  their disappearance.  
 One of  the most persistent criticisms of  the Soviet treatment of  Georgian (and other) 
folklore is the continuous insistence on making it necessarily political and pushing it into an 
artificial frame created to serve the purpose of  promoting an imagined reality with such zeal 
that the population of  both the colonizer and the colonized would believe it and make it at 
least partially true.99 In the present moment, folk performance is always already political: 
every small detail has to be a conscious choice on the part of  the performers, with the heavy 
task of  cultural representation on their shoulders.  
 
 
98 In either case, not at all a reflection of  their personal feelings towards the deceased. 
99 It is my opinion that the Russian Empire, and later the USSR can and should be treated 
as a colonial power. 
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IV. The Body and the State    
  
 Whenever I bring up the question of  belonging when it comes to folk music with my 
interlocutors, I get the answer that folk songs belong to the people. Yet, as we have seen here, 
and in countless other examples (see Bohlman 2011; Buchanan 2006; Frolova-Walker 2007 
for related geographical regions), folk songs can also be a nationalist trope—or, at least, the 
state has a kind of  claim to them. As we saw in Chapter 2, the state can set its own criteria 
and promote its understanding of  tradition and practice. In a way, one could say that the 
songs belong to the people, but the people themselves are subjects of  the state.  
 But to whom does a body belong once life has left it? There has been much discussion 
regarding the soul and its existence within the self, whether it is the heart or the mind, or 
something else entirely, whether a death can be relative. We pray that the Lord keep our souls. 
We ask for them to be saved. We could say that while we are alive, the body is always 
possessed, and it is an un-possessed body that is, perhaps, more dangerous. But when the 
spirit passes on and the corpse is left unpaired, whose does it become until it is buried?  
 In her 2012 book, Our Bodies Belong to God, anthropologist Sherine Hamdy discusses the 
ethical, religious, and medical dilemmas surrounding organ transplantation in Egypt. Neither 
the doctors nor the muftis cited could come to an agreement regarding whether brain death 
constitutes death (i.e., whether personhood is located solely in the brain or whether the spirit 
of  the person kept the body otherwise alive even if  the brain had died), and whether 
harvesting organs must be forbidden under Islamic law, as it violates the integrity of  the God-
given body and causes harm to a living donor. The definition of  death and the 
reinterpretation of  life are more vexing than might be comfortable. But one of  the main 
issues at stake in Hamdy’s work was the Egyptian state’s failure to “deal with the plurality of  
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voices” (2012:79) and translate them into a coherent policy. At the end of  the day, death, too, 
is political. In the case of  the Georgian state, though coherent policies towards the deceased 
are not the issue, mourning practices and attitudes towards the deceased are all affected by 
whether the state is somehow present or involved in the funerary rites. It becomes, to a degree, 
a question of  hierarchy and power.  
 According to my interlocutors, Georgian bodies belong to their families, and when they 
are buried they become one with the Earth. In Tell My Friends That I’m Dead, as the family and 
friends of  the deceased man, Tsotne, prepare for his burial, one of  the things they do is move 
the remains of  his mother to the expanding family plot. What is arresting about it is not the 
idea itself, but rather the fact that Tsotne’s friends simply arrive at the graveyard, announce 
who they are, and very matter-of-factly dig up the woman’s coffin. Once they accomplish this 
task, the men, mostly shirtless and barefoot, pick up the now-skeletal remains with their 
hands, and even use the woman’s skull to scare a female acquaintance: “Do you want to see 
her?” asks one of  them men, “No, I’m not going to recognize her now, am I?” answers the 
woman, but the man shows her the skull anyway. “Euuuf,” shouts the woman, but the man 
holding the skull responds, “Don’t be scared. We will all look like that one day.” 
  Nobody is surprised, and nobody deems this inappropriate. Certainly, this sort of  
familiarity and nonchalance goes against everything I was taught about respecting the dead 
and their bodies, but at the same time, as the men go to re-bury the woman’s remains in the 
family plot, they remember her, speak warmly of  how she, as the local kindergarten teacher, 
had in many ways raised them all. They do not refer to the body, nor parts of  the body; they 
refer only to her as a still active agent. What could be interpreted as disrespect is, in reality, a 
display of  closeness. The men are motivated by respect and desire to do right by their 
deceased friend. The bodies belong to the families, and families belong together.  
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But if  the state intervenes, does the body then belong to the state? If  a state institution 
assumes the role of  the chief  mourner, how does this change its magic? Does the magic of  
the soul become the “magic of  the state” (Taussig 1997)? Funerals are able to simultaneously 
combine the public and the private, but the tragedy of  public funerals is in their hollowness: 
the display of  usually private, but in this case, private-public sentiment is no longer possible, 
or at the very least, institutionalized and contained. There is an icon, a similarity to the object, 
but the indexicality of  death as an absence is somehow overpowered by the absence of  
mourning, which reifies the absence of  the deceased, makes it felt and heard, and also serves 
the function of  setting the tone of  the relationship with the dead. Otherwise, it becomes a 
civil affair that tells stories about itself  and to itself, but does not “show”; it is an example of  
the kind of  possession wherein the ideology of  recovery and resurrection takes over the actual 
artifact.  
The above discussion of  bodies and burial puts into question the effect that 
institutional intervention has on the treatment of  and relationship with the dead. Curtailing 
some and prioritizing other mourning practices, assigning roles of  tamadas and mourniners 
to public figures, rather than family members, changes the moment of  farewell, changes the 
soundscape of  the funeral and relaces the broken voices of  the grieving with composed 
speeches. But what happens to the voices of  the dead singers, their musical legacies, once 
they leave us? In the name of  recovery, resurrection, and popularization of  various aspects 
of  Georgian traditional culture, slowly but surely, archival materials are being re-mastered 
and released as CDs, with some of  Islam Pilpani’s already on the way, and Guri’s soon to 
follow. While a lot of  the materials are kept in various state archives, a very large (and 
unquantified) portion resides with Anzor Erkomaishvili. These materials are not only those 
directly related to the Erkomaishvili family, but a variety of  others as well. (One only comes 
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to know this fact after the release of  some recordings, or a secretive conversation with a friend 
who had recently visited Anzor for a friendly chat and a quick raid.) Anzor, as a private 
person, most certainly has the right to do as he wishes with what he owns, and he has been 
in the role of  a gatekeeper of  Georgian music for several decades; what is more at odds with 
the spirit of  popularization and dissemination, is that once the archival collections and 
monographs are released, they can be difficult to procure, unless one attends specific events 
in Tbilisi or is personally gifted the CDs.  
Hundreds of  recordings from these archival releases have only become available 
online in late-2020; prior to this very recent release, neither CDs nor downloadable 
recordings were available for purchase or otherwise, and from abroad, one could see only 
photos of  the release parties, and tables of  contents. When the Folklore Center announced 
the release of  hundreds of  recordings via the Audiomack platform, this certainly improved 
accessibility and eliminated the disconnect between the lavish release parties and the 
subsequent lack of  availability of  the tangible (or virtual) product for anyone not immediately 
in attendance.  The conditions for perpetual mourning were essentially created through the 
illusion of  scarcity, and the institutions could further justify their existence with self-
congratulatory statements about rescuing and reviving all-but-forgotten recordings, which 
were then still hard to obtain. Yet, while doing away with the sense of  exclusivity and scarcity, 
making all the recordings—old and new—available for free also denies individual, currently 
living and active ensembles the right to be paid for their art. The recordings have been 
transferred from the nearly obsolete CDs onto another financially unviable mode of  
dissemination, namely free downloads.100 The living, breathing singers are in a way reduced 
 




to the role of  indexes, the same as the presentations, commendations, and photogaphs of  
release parties. They are indexes for the songs themselves, songs that are the real treasure to 
be preserved, while many of  those who do the actual work of  preserving them are left with 
little compensation. Instead, they are lamented when they pass away, as memorials of  a 
bygone era, while in life, they are hardly able to make ends meet. When CDs were the main 
modus operandi, ensembles could at least sell them when touring abroad. With the digital 
albums available to everyone for free, there is nothing for them left to sell at their concerts. 
At the same time, groups that released their albums without the involvement of the Folk 
Center or the Georgian Chanting Foundation are now in an awkward position of  charging 
money while their peers do not. Thus a different discrepancy replaces the one between grand 
presentation and scarcity of  materials: a discrepancy between the singer and the song, 
wherein the livelihood of  the former is not necessarily seen as directly linked to the endurance 
of  the latter. In a sense, the further limitation of  the singers’ opportunities to sell their albums 
further cements the idea that they will remain unable to make a living through their art, even 
if  they wanted to, unless they are involved with one of  the above-mentioned institutions. The 
conditions for lamenting the lack of  resources, attention, enthusiasm, or interested people in 
villages, thus remain the same. It seems that there must exist a perpetual sense of  loss, so that 
the current status quo can continue. Something must be lamented, something must be 
rescued, something must be on the verge of  extinction, and can only be saved if  an 
appropriate institution seizes control over it.  
Both the lament and the recovery are part of  the same idiom, wherein both are 
 
off of national treasure. In reality, some of my interlocutors have suggested that since most of the 
production is financed by the Georgian Chanting Foundation in conjunction with the State Folklore 
Center, the expenses become a tax write-off for the former. 
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controlled and displayed by the same actors. This is why at Guri Sikharulidze’s funeral the 
raw and traditional mourning was muted, and the state, as represented by the officials in 
charge of  the Folklore Center and the like, was able to both showcase its efforts and acquire 
a new object of  lamentation: the elderly, beloved folksinger, Guri, who in his death thus 
became a stand-in for the loss of  the village songmaster, a loss that can only be remedied 
through the state’s methods, presented right then and there.  
 
V. The Songmaster’s Grandson 
 
 We exited the white restaurant and decided to get a taxi to take us to the nearby rail 
station in Ureki, a kind of  seaside “resort” town known for its magnetic sand beaches. The 
cab driver taking us there suddenly took a strange turn into what looked like an abandoned 
lot. Even though I was not alone, I started to feel a bit nervous. The cab stopped. “I have to 
get gas,” said the driver, and requested that we pay him for our journey in advance. Suddenly, 
a man materialized and opened the trunk of  the car; it was then that I noticed that we had 
stopped next to a large canister. We got out of  the car – a safety measure when filling the tank 
with natural gas. I looked around to see old wiring, broken blocks of  concrete, traces of  
buildings. Slowly my gaze returned to the man standing by the canister. How long does he 
wait every day? Who supplies him with gas? I couldn’t ask him any of  these questions. He 
vanished as quickly as he had appeared, like a slightly unkempt ghost. The driver motioned 
for us to get back in the car, and we were on our way.   
 The train station, like many regional train stations I’ve been to in Georgia, was empty. 
There was no bathroom. Several stray dogs seemed to have taken up at least a part-time 
residence there, and delighted in our arrival. A brand new, two-story speed train approached, 
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and we took our seats. It was crowded, despite being quite expensive for people living on 
Georgian salaries, and hot, in a kind of  suffocating, airless way, and I remember dozing off  
in my seat for several minutes at a time, but the distant loud voices of  my fellow passengers 
inevitably recalled in my mind the gravediggers at the funeral, and time and again I was 
startled awake.  
 The train station—which looked new from the outside, but was in fact hollow and no 
different from any old one—and the crowded train—modern and fast, but still somehow 
uncomfortable—fit the day all too well, for it is the same principle at work when it comes to 
the infrastructure of  public transport and facilities, as it is when it comes to the infrastructure 
of  public culture. These smaller train stations just have to look acceptable from the outside, 
because most visitors will never go through them, while the rail stations actually used by 
tourists have the basic amenities lacking elsewhere. The train prices fluctuate based on the 
tourist season, too, though Georgian salaries certainly do not, and so the locals must take the 
old, slow, “unmodernized” (aramodernizebuli) trains if  they cannot afford the newly introduced 
fast ones. And so there are parallel lives taking place, and parallel deaths; in a way, both are 
controlled by access to capital. But monetary wealth sans cultural capital is subject to 
criticism, as is the case with the current behind-the-scenes leader and wealthiest man of  
Georgia, Bidzina Ivanishvili. Cultural capital, or at the very least investment in it, receives no 
such backlash from the public, as is the case with Vano Chkhartishvili of  the Georgian 
Chanting Foundation, or institutions such as the Folklore Center, for they are seen as the 
rescuers. The mourning for tradition is ubiquitous, but at the moment of  death, it seems, an 
ordinary person is afforded more tradition than a renowned keeper thereof.  
 A year later, I arrived at the very same train station, where Levan Sikharulidze (Tristan’s 
grandson) picked me up. During the drive, we remembered the last time I was in Guria, and 
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started talking about the funeral. “I didn’t like that they made it in this big building,” Levan 
said. He himself  could not attend because of  his university exams, but “I saw videos,” he 
said, “and it didn’t look right.” Levan was not surprised by the course of  action: “All these 
officials just want to show how great everything is,” he continued:  
A few years ago, when I was still living in Guria, the minister of  culture came 
to Ozurgeti. Usually, the local Folk Center officials take him around and 
praise him for everything he’s done, and say how much progress has been 
made and how well everything is going. They also organized an assembly 
with students, and said that we could ask questions. So I did. I just asked what 
the next steps towards improvement of  the situation in Ozurgeti were going 
to be. I wanted to ask more direct questions, but that did not happen. The 
minister answered something, I don’t recall what, like a politician, and that 
was that. A couple of  hours later, Tristan called me, very worried. “What did 
you do?” he asked. I was confused. It turned out that the minister of  culture 
was upset by my question and complained to Giorgi Donadze, saying that he 
was barraged with criticism. Donadze called the Ozurgeti folklore center, and 
asked the director what had happened and who was the student that so upset 
the minister. The director of  the Ozurgeti folklore center told him that it was 
Tristan’s grandson, Levan. Donadze then called Tristan and told him that I 
had publicly berated the local officials and the minister, and how could I do 
such a thing.  So, I called Giorgi Donadze and told him that if  he, or whoever 
else had a problem with me, then he could just call me, because my 
grandfather is really not involved, and what I think has nothing to do with 
him. However, Donadze said that I [should] be grateful for everything the 
Ministry of  Culture has done for Ozurgeti, instead of  criticizing them, 
especially since I was Tristan’s grandson. It was like I had brought shame on 
my family by asking a question. (Sikharulidze, Levan. 2019. Interview with 
author. January 5) 
Levan, who has been very politically active in Guria and Tbilisi alike, told me a few similar 
stories, all of  which ended with an official reprimanding him for not “knowing better” as 
Tristan’s grandson. In one of  these cases, the mayor of  the city reminded him that he had 
paid for Levan’s transportation to a competition in Tbilisi (25–30 lari) and accused Levan of  
being ungrateful, when the latter turned up at a demonstration against expanding a road by 
destroying a large section of  a local park. Levan responded that, in his opinion, criticism was 
a good thing for a politician. “It is a shame that you are Tristan’s grandson,” Levan recalled 
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the man saying. As a young man, Levan constantly has to define himself as a separate person 
with thoughts and opinions that do not reflect those of his grandfather, and have little to do 
with him. At the same time, he is also committed to learning Gurian songs and keeping the 
chain of transmission going, and visits Tristan in Guria as often as he is able. What makes it 
difficult for him to maintain his identity as a Gurian and lover of Gurian folk songs—while 
remaining a critical thinker and an activist—is the pressure from cultural institutions, which 
are afraid of the potentially damaging effect a relative of a folk singer’s criticism might have 
on their reputation and image in Georgia and abroad. This is yet another instance of 
behavior that closely resembles that of the institutions during the Soviet regime, which is 
precisely the criticism they most despise.  
The concern with lineage and heritage here is similar to what we have seen in 
Chapter 2, with the Khukhunaishvili name and the expectations that go along with it. One’s 
regional and familial belonging largely defines acceptable behavior in the eyes of others, 
especially those others in charge of cultural capital. This sort of pressure is certainly not 
unique to Georgia: descendants of prominent families everywhere usually face similar 
expectations and responsibilities to carry on the family name or tradition. Each member of 
the family is an index for the entire lineage, and is thus judged not as a discrete object, but 
as a representation thereof; the potency of the overarching, encompassing semiotic object of 
the particular family obscures the object of any individual in question. In the case of these 
singing families, it is not even so much any person that is the real object of the sign, but their 
voice.  
Returning to Guri’s funeral then, what does it mean if the voices of his family—the 
living representatives of his lineage, the heritage that the Folklore Center and others vow to 
protect—were absent both in song and in all other expressions? Could it be, perhaps, that 
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devoicing them highlighted the voices of  the employees of  the Folklore Center, the graduates 
of  the Giorgi Mtats’mindeli University, who performed the few chants at the end of  the 
eulogies, as if  to even further underline the gravity and importance of  these institutions’ 
activities, but this time, in a more subtle but perhaps more potent way than the speeches that 
preceded them?   
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Conclusion: #Spend Your Money In Georgia 
Fig 6.1 State Ensemble Basiani Publicity Photo from the 2019 International Tour 
I. Singing For the Occupier
In January 2019, State Ensemble Basiani conducted a concert tour in Russia. The 
ensemble tours extensively, and had announced their upcoming travels in one social media 
post, listing several different dates and countries to be visited by the group in the year to 
follow. The schedule included Japan, the US, and Romania, and wishes of luck and questions 
regarding cities and venues started pouring in. However, the TV channel Rustavi-2 did not 
approve of the Russian leg of Basiani’s tour. The network accused the group of singing in 
the capital of the ok’up’ant’i—the occupier. The biggest criticism was directed at the fact that 
Basiani is a state ensemble, and many members hold important positions of power in the 
State Folklore Center (Giorgi Donadze, for example, is the director of both the Center and 
the ensemble).  Rustavi-2 pointed out that the tickets to Basiani’s Moscow events cost about 
120 lari, and that the program included Russian songs (Dolanjashvili 2019).   
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The folk community was split. Some sided with Rustavi-2 and said Basiani should not 
have gone to Russia, because they are a state ensemble and get funding from the government. 
The message their visit was sending to Moscow, then, was that of  submission or spinelessness. 
Others—the minister of  culture’s deputy assistant among them—said that Basiani’s visit was 
an important “tool of  soft power” (Dolanjashvili 2019).  Along the same lines was the 
argument that music as a universal language brings people together, and that the only people 
who would have attended Basiani’s concerts were lovers of  Georgian music and culture, who 
were not likely to be supportive of  the occupation.101  
For their part, Basiani issued a statement on their Facebook page, in which they 
expressed regret that the essence of  their visit was so misunderstood. The post also mentioned 
that Basiani was a separate entity from the State Folklore Center, and that their tour was not, 
in any part, financed by a government agency. “Other musicians, Rustavi-2’s affiliates among 
them, regularly tour in Russia,” read the post, pointing out that there were cultural ties 
between Russia and Georgia, independent and in spite of  Russia’s occupation.  
The conductor of  the official choir of  the Georgian Patriarchate, Svimon 
Jangulashvili, came to Basiani’s defense in an open letter, in which he connected Rustavi-2’s 
criticism to what he perceived as jealousy on the part of  Giorgi Ushikishvili, who had been 
the director of  the State Folklore Center until his dismissal and subsequent replacement by 
Giorgi Donadze in 2013, and who has been working as an anchor on Rustavi-2 (Jangulashvili 
2019). According to a 2013 interview with the Georgian Journal, at the time of  his dismissal, 
Ushikishvili claimed that he was being let go of  not because of  tax issues (which was the 
101 Because of Russia’s ongoing presence in Abkhazia and South Ossetia, most Georgians view 
Russia as occupying a part of what they believe is Georgia’s true territory. A popular Facebook 
profile photo frame, for example, reads “I am from Georgia, and 20% of my country is occupied by 
Russia” and features barbed wire on the bottom of the frame. 
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officially cited reason), but because Anzor Erkomaishvili, who had directed the center before 
Ushikishvili, had a personal grudge against him (Georgian Journal 2013). In Jangulashvili’s 
view, Ushikishvili was jealous of  what Donadze was able to achieve as an organizer and 
director of  both the center and Basiani, and was hence trying to bring Donadze down 
through a smear campaign of  Basiani’s Russian visit.  
The social media posts, as well as the comment section of  Jangulashvili’s open letter, 
show both zealous support for Basiani (and put-downs of  Rustavi-2), and further criticism of  
the Russian tour, often suggesting that any of  the Georgian groups who perform in Russia 
lack national pride, and disapproving of  these groups taking money for their Russian 
concerts.  
Eventually, the excitement died down. Basiani went on to Japan, and everyone else 
moved on, too. My interlocutors largely held the view that while they did not have anything 
against ordinary Russian people, they had a lot against the government, and for most of  them 
the distinction was in the representation of  a private individual versus a state. In other words, 
as one of  them put it “I have nothing against performing in Russia. I have many relatives 
there, and I have no issue with the people, even though I do view Russia as occupying twenty 
percent of  Georgia. Regarding Basiani’s performance, I have not entirely made up my mind,” 
he said, “but I am ninety-nine percent against it because they are a state ensemble, and not 
a private individual” (B. 2019). 102   
The conflict then, if  we peel off  the layers of  personal attacks and accusations, and 
existing rifts between news outlets and the state, and news outlets amongst themselves, is 
about the state’s role in folk music and folk music’s role within the state. The cultural ties 
102 The interlocutor wished to remain anonymous 
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between Russia and Georgia, to which Basiani referred in their post, do often imply a very 
particular kind of  imaginary. The Soviet (and to an extent, pre-Soviet) idea of  what 
Georgians are like103—which was part of  the ubiquitous reduction of  the provinces to some 
token cultural attributes—is still largely prevalent among the contemporary Russian 
audience. By singing Russian songs and catering their arrangements of  chants and other 
musical numbers to the Russian audiences and their expectations (Dolanjashvili 2019), one 
might argue that Basiani simply reinforced and prolonged the life of  the cultural stereotypes 
Georgians often find so offensive, which, in turn, plays into the larger problematic of  a 
tourism-based economy.104 Like many other lesser-known and formerly colonized countries, 
Georgia faces a kind of  moral challenge: no longer catering to Russian tastes altogether would 
hurt the tourist industry, which is currently the basis of  Georgia’s economy, while 
accommodating them might seem incongruous with the ubiquitous statements in protest of  
Russia’s occupation.  
In the summer of  2019, a series of  anti-Russian, and largely also anti-Georgian 
government protests broke out in Tbilisi, lasting for over a month before dying down. The 
culprit was the behavior of  one Sergei Gavrilov, a Russian MP who had come to Georgia for 
the International Assembly on Orthodoxy, held in Tbilisi for the first time, on June 20th, 
2019. Gavrilov, a member of  Russia’s Communist Party and also an Orthodox Christian—a 
combination that raised some eyebrows among my interlocutors—was a member of  the 
Russian Duma previously unknown to the public until he “addressed [Georgian] MPs in 
103 One such idea, which I have often heard from several Russian interlocutors, is that Georgians 
are “wild”, hot-tempered, constantly partying, wine loving, jolly, and flirtatious.  
104 The Rustavi-2 write-up claimed that Basiani’s concerts featured Georgian songs (and chants, 
which for one, never involve any instruments) accompanied by nontraditional, Western instruments. 
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Russian from the chairperson’s tribune and sat in his chair, triggering protests from opposition 
politicians” (OC Media 2019). The next day, thousands of  Georgians gathered outside the 
parliament, demanding that Gavrilov be sent back to Russia, and that the Speaker and the 
Minister of  International Affairs both resign. The public was particularly upset because 
Gavrilov has supported Abkhazia’s independence, which Georgians see as an undeniable part 
of  Georgia. According to the independent outlet OC Media, “Gavrilov, who was escorted 
out of  parliament, warned that ‘negotiations on humanitarian-economic issues between the 
two countries may fail’ due to the incident” (2019). The situation deteriorated and protesters 
were met with violence on the part of  the police, with several protesters losing their eyes. This 
triggered other protesters to wear eyepatches to express their solidarity on subsequent days. 
The protests carried the hashtag #სირცხვილია (sirtskhvilia), translated as “it’s shameful” and 
continued for over a month.  
Russia was, predictably, unhappy with this turn of  events, and President Putin ordered 
Russian tourists to leave Georgia in the wake of  the protests (Kucera 2019). According to the 
Georgian Statistics database, Russian citizens made up 24.9% of  all tourists in the second 
quarter of  2019, and only 18.8 % the following quarter (Geostat 2019), which reflects the 
effect of  the anti-Georgia statements and warnings of  Russian politicians. But something 
different did come from this development: because so many ordinary Georgians rely on 
tourism for their livelihood, and because many were dissatisfied with reliance on Russia, the 
“Spend Your Summer In Georgia” campaign broke out, with Facebook groups, Instagram 
hashtags, and other modes of  promotion urging people from all over the world to help 
Georgia shake its dependence on Russia and welcome more international visitors. AirBnb 
hosts offered discounts; restaurants gave away discounted meals and drinks. The campaign 
was successful, to a degree, with an increase in visitors from Ukraine, Iran, EU-member 
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states, and other countries (Geostat 2019). The reason to bring it up here is that this organized 
effort reflects just how important and prevalent tourism has become in the lives of  Georgians 
in recent years, and how unreliable it can be, given the possibility of  political unrest. It would 
take one act of  aggression for Russia to deem Georgia “dangerous” to visit, and the economy 
would suffer.  
Quite a few of  my interlocutors, most of  whom appear in this dissertation, attended 
the protests on a daily basis. Folk songs were even performed on a few occasions. Members 
of  Adilei, Anchiskhati, and other folk singers would regularly post photos of  themselves 
together at the protests. Those who did not attend expressed their disappointment with their 
government online. Members of  many folk ensembles took to Facebook to write lengthy 
posts, and most changed their profile photos to those with frames reflecting first the 
#სირცხვილია movement, and then the “Spend Your Summer In Georgia” ones. For these 
singers, Russian influence was a bitter topic, and its threat as seen by Gavrilov’s presence at 
none other than a conference on Orthodoxy triggered an outpouring of  discussions about 
the suppression of  Georgian chants and folklore. One of  my interlocutors remarked that, 
“The most significant thing Gavrilov had accomplished in his life was to sit in the wrong 
chair.” In all these posts, jokes, and outcries, the state ensembles and their members remained 
silent. Institutional affiliation seems to have prevented them from having a voice on these 
topics. I was reminded of  the earlier debate about Basiani’s visit to Russia. It was likely that 
they would go there again, and argue that sharing their vocal tradition is but a means to 
mutual understanding, while many non-state-affiliated groups by and large doubled down on 
their stance of  never going to Russia until Putin was no longer in power. 
The voice’s position as simultaneously within and without allows for a certain distance 
while also being extremely intimate. The many voices that make up Georgian polyphony can 
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come to satisfy the demands of  a tricky political situation rather well. The choices made 
within the songs themselves can allow for a separate conversation between the singers to take 
place at the same time as the performance directed at the audiences, which in turn might 
have different levels of  access to the potential messages communicated through the particular 
instances of  improvisation and reference. At the same time, institutional intervention and 
affiliation can often have the effect of  limiting this very layering, either by imposing seemingly 
arbitrary criteria for authenticity, as was the case with the folklore competition, or foregoing 
the intimate ritualistic practices in favor of  a large display, pressuring musicians to pay their 
dues to them to a more visible degree than their own dead, or performing in a state that is 
largely viewed as an occupant and threat.  
At the end of  the day, however, one could say that at the root of  some of  these 
conundrums is the fundamental lack of  suitable infrastructure that would allow regional 
singers to continue their practices alongside their professional occupations. The tourism-
based economy is, as I’ve said before, essentially ghostly, and the demand to perform a 
marketable identity over and over again is as exhausting as it is precarious.  
II. Tradition Exported
I do not want to convey an entirely bleak sense of  the present, or the future. Despite 
the apparently tight bind in which they find themselves, performers have ways to circumvent 
institutional boundaries and still continue to maintain a living singing practice, but those ways 
are often dependent on luck, coincidence, and availability of  foreign resources. Perhaps one 
of  the main results of  the export of  Georgian polyphony is the more and more frequent 
concert tours conducted by different folk ensembles. The introduction of  visa-free travel to 
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and within the EU in 2016 has also given musicians more flexibility with planning, allowing 
individual singers or fractions of  ensembles to conduct short-term workshop tours, which can 
be quite profitable. Still, these endeavors are contingent upon the emotional attachments and 
personal friendships of  the members of  the global Georgian singing fandom: in a sense, then, 
the singers trade one temperamental patron for another, both with their own imaginings of  
a shared intangible heritage, of  what Georgian polyphony is and how it ought to be 
presented.  
Both the Georgian institutions and the large majority of  foreigners need to see the 
tradition, though they are supposed to be hearing it. This is largely why I was surprised, for 
example, to see Adilei come out on stage in ordinary clothing all those years ago; I, too, had 
come to expect a particular visual to go along with the sound. The group has also faced some 
difficulties when trying to secure the more coveted concerts in the US, for example, because 
they do not guarantee the kind of  visual spectacle of  “tradition” that is, in turn, guaranteed 
to sell: it is their infectious on- and off-stage energy and gregarity that plays that role. And it 
may well be that the members of  Adilei are not trying to make a statement at all: they simply 
cannot afford the expensive chokhas and spend what money they make through their music on 
recordings and other expenses. The general consensus among the group is that chokhas could 
be nice, but they would need to be non-standard and somehow “updated” to look like 
something that could be worn nowadays. Year after year, however, they choose not to 
prioritize their stage-wear and spend what money they make through their performances 
elsewhere. 
In the meantime, Georgian folk groups created solely for touring, such as Iberi Choir 
(founded in 2012), have appeared, and present a well-rehearsed, solid program of  what one 
might call greatest hits, often with a heavier reliance on folk instruments. Though there is no 
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inherent problem with this way of  doing things, I have heard my interlocutors in Georgian 
ensembles from Georgia express a kind of  regret because they face an upward struggle when 
it comes to touring in the US: for example, the difficulties in obtaining visas. While Georgian 
folk music has not saturated the “scene” as thoroughly as, for example, Balkan music, most 
venues are not likely to book several Georgian ensembles in one season. The perpetually 
touring groups, which are able to get adequate representation, or the state ensembles, which 
also tour very frequently, fill the available spots, with little room left for others. These other 
groups may not have the resources to advertise or provide the kind of  mythology that Western 
world music audiences have come to expect.   
In the case of  Adilei, whom I know most closely, the group was able to market 
themselves through the youth and general comical antics of  the members, their technological 
savvy when it comes to dissemination and distribution of  their music (embracing such 
popular indie platforms as bandcamp and selling download codes and vinyl records instead 
of  CDs), as well as the yodeling fireworks of  Lasha Bedenashvili. Their approachability 
makes them appealing in a different way, and to a slightly different, often younger (and hence 
not very wealthy) demographic. To maintain this image of  being down-to-earth and simply 
dedicated to the music out of  love, however, they cannot charge very much for their 
workshops or concerts. For the time being, they prefer this way of  existence as a group, and 
express a lack of  desire for Georgian institutional support beyond small, project-based 
assistance. As discussed in Chapter 2, they say that they “can never have a designated leader,” 
because they claim that every decision has to take into consideration every member’s opinion, 
which is certainly not the most efficient way of  going about things, but one on which they 
have refused to compromise.  
It is clear that these singers also do not wish to make music their primary profession, 
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and they have all said as much, on many occasions. A common sentiment they express is that 
the professionalization of  their practice would deprive them of  the enjoyment they get from 
it, because they would have to sing the songs other people like more than the songs they like. 
It is an idealistic, perhaps even naïve approach, and the singers concede that they are lucky 
to have been able, for the most part, to keep it up.   
In general, most folk singers I have spoken to struggle with finding reliable jobs in 
overpopulated Tbilisi, and whether they like it or not, song is often their primary, and at 
times, only source of  income. In light of  the recent digital album releases, however, this may 
become more problematic, since the CD and download sales could go down. Many have 
turned to teaching folk singing on an informal basis, but most maintain, or search for non-
singing-related jobs.  
III. Coda
 The power of  music is difficult to grasp because it comes in so many sounds and is 
not always governed solely by the principals of  harmonic composition. Georgian music, the 
Georgian polyphonic song that I’ve been discussing here, certainly has power: even in very 
dry, quantitative terms, power enough to have warranted multiple study trips and 
internationally touring ensembles every year. But it has been my argument throughout this 
work that a large part of  its appeal comes from the fact that generally, within the actual voiced 
performance of  the songs, power is not centralized, not hoarded, not hierarchically assigned, 
but rather transferrable and fluid. It makes use of  the break signified by the voice (Chapter 
1), to allow the singers’ voices to take charge and travel together through the song, without 
placing the emphasis on the individual self  that produces the voice: it does not matter how I 
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sound, it matters how my voice sounds when it joins the others. I keep seeing affirmations of  
this the more immersed I become in observing how these songs work, move around, and are 
taught. At a pre-Christmas family gathering in Tyrol (Austria), I was handed out sheet music 
for a number of  carols, which were merrily sung in a very precise way, everyone looking 
intently at their note sheets. Then everyone turned to me, asking me to sing a Georgian carol. 
My partner, who had brought me along in the first place, already knew quite a few Georgian 
songs, so we sang two of  the voices of  a Gurian Alilo, offering to teach someone the third 
part. 106 “Ok, ok, but can you just sing the melody?” someone asked. Suddenly, I was stumped. 
Which part was the melody? Which part was the harmony? It was a trio song, and thus each 
part, even the bass, which in non-trio songs often sees less movement, carried an equal 
amount of  melodic complexity. I had never really thought about it in terms of  “melody” and 
“harmony”: it was three voices coming together, each with its own potential for improvisation. 
Thinking back to the first chapters of  this work, I would like to invoke Victor Turner’s 
concepts of  liminality and communitas. In Turner’s (1969) view, liminality can create the 
state of  communitas and spark a sense of  comradery, so to speak, that takes hold of  those 
undergoing the same liminal experience. Perhaps Georgia’s geographical in-between-ness, its 
historical, spacial, and temporal liminality is one of  the reasons for the development of  a 
singing practice that implies hierarchical fluidity and emphasizes community.  I do not suggest 
that this is true for other aspects of  Georgian society, or that the singing practice is necessarily 
representative of  a larger tendency. Rather, the singing practice can be a locus for the kind 
of  collective expression that presupposes a flexible power dynamic and perhaps provides a 
106 Alilo is essentially synonymous with caroling; there are probably hundreds of different versions of 
Alilos from all the regions of Georgia. 
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space away from the constant political struggles for leadership and foreign support. Because 
the polyphony has its own, non-Western tuning, and is valued and enjoyed by practioners 
and listeners alike for its improvisational potential and harmonic diversity, the practice does 
not have to make a choice to become more European or less non-European: its in-between-
ness is an asset, not a disadvantage.  
When it comes to other aspects of  social and political life, the “crossroads” is 
perceived as a period of  transition: a transition from the old and Soviet to the new and 
European, from communism and repression to capitalism and democracy. As a result, vocal 
polyphony, which at its core as a practice tends against rigidity, is nonetheless also being swept 
up by the transitional wave and handed over to the institutions established to take charge of  
its transmission and performance. 
Given a practice that warrants and perhaps even presupposes a consistent transfer of  
power back and forth among the singers, the imposition of  hierarchies and power structures 
by state and private institutions that reward and mirror those of  these institutions or the state 
itself—while often enough criticizing or limiting the singers’ interpretation of  the tradition—
forces practitioners to make a choice. Either folk singing transforms from a vocation107 to a 
job, in which case the singers almost inevitably become affiliated with the Folk Center, the 
Chanting Foundation/Giorgi Mtats’mindeli University, or the Conservatoire, and follow the 
paths set out for them, or the performers refuse to become professional and pursue other 
careers, getting together and singing when they can manage. While the latter had historically 
been the common way of  engaging in the singing practice, the professionalization of  folk 
107 Similar to the process Weber describes in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, with the 
caveat that in the case at hand, it is not only the pursuit of capital, but the state that specifically 
encourages the transition.  
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traditions first grew prominent during the Soviet regime, through the creation of  municipal 
ensembles and censored displays of  ethnic diversity.108 After UNESCO’s inclusion of  
Georgian polyphony on the IH list, followed by the creation of  the Center for the Research 
of  Traditional Polyphony within the Tbilisi State Conservatory, this approach has once again 
gained traction, with the new mission of  safeguarding and protecting the heritage that had 
been endangered by the Russian imperial and Soviet rule: “Having previously suffered the 
drawbacks of socialist cultural policies,” reads the statement on Georgian polyphony on the 
Intangible Heritage website,  “traditional Georgian music is now threatened by rural exodus 
as well as by the increasing success of pop music” (UNESCO 2008). Yet the rural exodus, as 
we have seen throughout the ethnographic descriptions in the previous chapters, is often 
caused by the very same powers that are involved in the safeguarding of traditions: the pursuit 
of modernity and emphasis on selected modes of production. As Coombe and Weiss point 
out, “Heritage as a resource is mobilized through the energies of states and corporations, 
NGOs and regional associations, UN bodies and civil society movements, all of which have 
particular interests in empowering communities as entrepreneurs, owners, stewards, 
custodians, or guardians of scarce and endangered forms of knowledge, difference, and 
distinction” (2015). But what of the rural populations that are not transmitters of a coveted 
cultural practice, but whose work and presense in the villages maintains these villages’ 
livelihood? To extract and preserve the singers, while neglecting their neighbors, does not 
work to maintain a singing practice; rather, it abstracts it from its environment and places it 
in the space of a museum existence, not life. The result is that many provinces, such as Guria, 
despite its polyphonic tradition, cannot overcome the economic hardships triggered by a lack 
108 Fazil Iskander’s humorous novel, Sandro of Chegem (1983), provides a very entertaining illustration 
of this process.   
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of entrepreneurial and tourist interest, while others, like parts of Svaneti, become loci for 
overt commodification of tradition and the competition over potential capital, and with it, 
over ownership and stewardship of these “scarce and endangered forms of knowledge” 
(Coombe 2011: 93). I wonder if a middle ground is achievable, when it comes to indigenous 
practices in the time of heritage policy. Perhaps it is, if ensembles continue to exist 
independently and prove successful without institutional attachments, and if their members 
– as many already have – invest some of their time and direct the attention of their audiences
to the places that present the greatest need, without pushing for an overly competitive 
environment: an endeavor similar to the shared-profit model of Lakhushdi that has remained 
focused on the community as a whole rather than individual or institutional benefit.109 It is a 
dififcult path to follow, with many potentially fraught situations, not unlike the tangle of a 
Gurian trio song. It is my hope that these polyphonic singing practitioners find a way through 
and around the current policies and use the disruptive potential (in terms of rigidity and 
hierarchy) already present within the practice itself to carve a course for its continued life—
both semiotic and physical, village and urban—not be resigned to its memorialization.  
*** 
I want to end with an anecdote. In the summer of  2017, just a few months before my 
109 Apart from Adilei, which includes several members active in such endeavors, I am aware of 
several other groups, which have similar goals and pursuits, both in terms of song and in terms of 
community. The groups that come to mind are Dziriani, Mcheli, Ialoni, Sakhioba, and Ensemble 
Gorda, to name a few. In fact, it is important to note that when it comes to village expeditions, 
Adilei (alonsgside with most established ensembles) are actually continuing along the path laid out 
by Edisher Garakanidze and Ensemble Mtiebi, as well as the Anchiskhati Choir. In addition to 
conducting village expeditions, what Garakanidze sought to do was bring back the practices of live 
improvisation (on stage and informally) and village forms of traditional dances (as opposed to the 
professionally staged ones), as well as bring back the art of performing songs and dances 
simultaneously. Edisher Garakanidze died tragically at a young age, as did his son, Gigi, who had 
taken over after his late father. Their legacy, however, continues in the pursuits of the ensembles I 
mentioned above, and many others.  
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departure from Georgia after living there for two years, I joined a few singers on a kind of  
expedition to the village of  T’obanieri, in Imereti. Our company consisted of  Adilei’s Sandro 
Natadze, Levan Bitarovi, and Davit (Dato) Shughliashvili, the director of  the Anchiskhati 
choir. Since Dato is in his 50s, we addressed him respectfully, as Batono Davit (the polite form 
of  address similar to Sir or Mr), and he continuously fought us about it, insisting that now 
that we were on a road trip together, we ought to stop making him feel like the odd and old 
one out. Our friend’s farm in the village of  Bzvani, just 20 minutes away from T’obanieri, 
served as our home base for the weekend. We arrived at the farm in the mid-afternoon, and 
upon dropping off  our things and saying our hellos, set out for T’obanieri, where we were to 
meet with a group of  elderly singers. Adilei had already met some of  them before on a 
previous visit, and had been learning from their old recordings. The meeting and the supra  
that ensued and continued late into the night were pleasant and interesting, but the main 
event of  this little story awaited us elsewhere. We got back to Bzvani after midnight, all of  us 
tipsy—apart from Levan, the designated driver—some even drunk, and promptly fell asleep. 
The next morning was slow, and we were lazily getting ready for the five-hour drive 
back to Tbilisi, when someone—I believe it was Sandro—suggested that we drive by the 
Fig 6.2 Left: Meeting with the T’obanieri singers. Right: Shota Gegidze and Sandro June 2017. 
Photo: Marina Kaganova 
Natadze.
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village of  Sulori on our way. It was hardly a detour, and he knew, from recordings, that the 
village used to have a remarkable choir, one that no longer existed, to be sure, but maybe, he 
thought, someone among those singers is still among the living. With this new mission, we set 
out on our way, except there was one problem: even if  there were singers in the village, how 
would we find them? Where would we look? It was a fool’s errand, perhaps, but we went with 
it anyway. As we drove into the village, we saw a few men drinking beer at a birzha—a place 
of  gathering in every village square, usually consisting of  a table and some benches—by the 
river. We pulled over and decided to ask the men if  they knew any singers. The men were 
mostly middle-aged, except one, who looked to be about eighty. The reason they had 
gathered, as it turned out, was to commemorate the passing of  a friend. We offered our 
condolences and asked them if  they might help us with our mission. Suddenly, the old man 
looked at us and asked if  we were really singers, and if  we really knew Imeretian songs. We 
nodded. “Well then,” he said, “what songs do you know? Start one.” My companions began 
an Imeretian “Alilo”. The old man listened, and then sang his version of  the opening solo. It 
turned out that he was Ushangi Dvalishvili, the last remaining singer of  the Sulori village 
choir from those old recordings.       
After a few more songs and conversations, and even an impromptu recording session, 
Ushangi invited us to his house. Ushangi, as it turned out, was ninety-one and lived alone in 
what seemed like the middle of  an overgrown grove, surrounded by corn fields; had he not 
come to the birzha that morning, we would never have found him. It was a bittersweet 
meeting: we felt lucky to have quite literally stumbled upon him this way, and he was visibly 
delighted to have people to sing with. At the same time, you could sense the sadness he felt, 
that all his fellow singers were no longer there. 
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Ushangi, Dato, Levan, and Sandro represented three generations of  folk singers, 
come together for a moment of  serendipity. He apologized for not having anything to feed 
us, except bread, cheese, and wine, but it was more than enough. In the months that followed, 
I got to visit Ushangi once more, and the others have done so on more occasions, bringing 
other members of  Adilei with them. When a group of  singers from Italy came to Georgia 
later that Fall, and Sandro was in charge of  taking them around the country in a large tour 
bus, he brought along Ushangi, and Shota Gegidze, an elderly singer from T’obanieri, 
bringing both to Svaneti for the first time in their lives. It may seem a bit sentimental, but 
there was an element of  gratitude and connection at work that I think transcends the cultural 
production, polemics of  heritage, globalization, and institutional politics. This may be hard 
to come by, and the story with Ushangi, heartwarming as it may be, also confirms that the 
village-as-locus of  the singing practice is no longer viable, and that the neglect of  some of  
these villages is largely ignored by the state.  But this does not imply that the singing practice 
itself  has been lost: the meetings with Ushangi or the T’obanieri singers also illustrate that 
bonds, however small, are still being created—and with them communities—and that 
relationships that form through these meetings—through these moments of  multi-
Fig 6.3 Meeting Ushangi Dvalishvili (center in the image on the left) in Sulori, June 2017.  
Sandro Natadze is to the left, Davit Shughliashvili to the right, and Levan Bitarovi opposite 
(in the image on the right).  Photo: Marina Kaganova. 
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generational singing—are possible, and will continue to be possible even after the oldest 
generation passes on.  
Fig 6.4 Impromptu (phone) recording session in vil. Sulori. Pictured: Ushangi Dvalishvili (R) with 
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Appendix 1: Musical Scores 
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1.3 Adilei “Jikura” 06/29/2016 live performance, notation by Bálint Laczkó. The 
highlighted sections show the difference in variants between the two yodelers.  
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Appendix 2: Audio-Visual Examples 
The following playlist contains a sampling of the songs referenced in the dissertation. They 
are listed, more or less, in order of appearance.  
The “Chven Mshvidoba” footage of Adilei is the moment described in Ch 2. The following 
video is the source variant.  
There are also two versions of the song “Jikura; the first version is the one described in Ch 2, 
the next one is a more recent performance, for comparison. 
I have also included several versions of the song “Ali Pasha”, also for comparison and context. 
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLiPaQoElS2b9DLL-Rc_UF7z7bv4Ab9CKT 
I have also made a separate playlist of different versions of “Chven Mshvidoba”, should 
anyone be interested in seeing the wide range of possible variants.  
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLiPaQoElS2b_TcFqNclgjkOTCCJzEtEVA 
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Appendix 3: Interview List
Bedenashvili, Lasha 
November 10, 2016, Tbilisi, Georgia. 
August 21, 2017, Tbilisi, Georgia: 
July 10-15, 2019 (multiple conversations), Tbilisi, Georgia 
Bitarovi, Levan 
August 2, 2016. Bakhmaro, Guria, Georgia. 
Chamgeliani, Ana 
August 2, 2019, vil. Lakhudi, Svaneti, Georgia 
Chamgeliani, Madona 
June 20, 2016, Tbilisi, Georgia. 
January 6, 2019, Tbilisi, Georgia. 
July 26, 2017, vil. Lakhushdi, Svaneti, Georgia 
August 1, 2019 vil. Lakhushdi, Svaneti, Georgia. 
March 15, 2020 (online conversation) New York, NY, USA 
Gordeladze, Damiane 
January 5-7 2016, vil. Likhauri, Guria, Georgia. 
April 10, 2017, Tbilisi, Georgia. 
Fairley, Brian 
10 December 2019, New York, NY, USA. 
231 
Khukhunaishvili, Giorgi 
March 14-16, 23, 25, 2016 (a series of conversations), Tbilisi, Georgia. 
April 02, 10, 15, 2016 (a series of conversations), Tbilisi, Georgia 
 July 2, 2016, Tbilisi, Georgia 
January 25-27, New York, USA. 
October 10, 11,15, 2017 (phone conversations), New York, NY, USA. 
July 30, 2019, vil. Lakhushdi, Svaneti, Georgia. 
July 31, 2019, vil. Zemo Aketi, Guria, Georgia. 
August 2, 2019, vil. Bakhmaro, Guria, Georgia. 
Kiria, Demetre 
March 15, 2016, Tbilisi, Georgia. 
April 02, 2016, Tbilisi, Georgia. 
July 5-8, 2016 (a series of conversations), Tbilisi, Georgia. 
December 25-26 2016, Tbilisi, Georgia. 
December 29, 2017, Tbilisi, Georgia. 
March 20, 2018, Tbilisi, Georgia: 
July 31, 2019, vil. Zemo Aketi, Guria, Georgia. 
Natadze, Sandro 
August 10-12, 2016, Tbilisi, Georgia. 
March 15-23, 2017, Tbilisi, Georgia.   
August 08, 2018, vil. Lakhushdi, Svaneti, Georgia. 
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Razmadze, Nino 
February 23, 2017, Tbilisi, Georgia. 
March 17, 2017, vil. Lenjeri and vil. Lakhushdi, Svaneti, Georgia. 
October 05, 2019. Tbilisi, Georgia. 
Sikharulidze, Levan 
July 2014 (a series of short conversations), vil. Mak’vaneti, Guria, Georgia. 
October 10-11, 2015, vil. Mak’vaneti, Guria, Georgia. 
January 5, 2019, vil. Mak’vaneti, Guria, Georgia. 
Sikharulidze, Tristan 
October 10-12, 2015 vil. Mak’vaneti, Guria, Georgia. 
April 20, 2017 vil. Mak’vaneti, Guria, Georgia. 
Shughliashvili, Davit 
September 20, 2015, Tbilisi, Georgia. 
October 20, 2016, Tbilisi, Georgia. 
June 25, 2017, Shemokmedi, Georgia. 
August 10, 2018, vil. Lakhushdi, Svaneti, Georgia. 
Pilpani, Islam 
July 30, 2013 (audio/video interview), Lenjeri, Svaneti, Georgia. 
December 2 2016, Lenjeri, Svaneti, Georgia.   
January 14, 2017, Lenjeri, Svaneti, Georgia. 
Veshapidze, Levan 
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April 8, 2016 (audio/video interview), Tbilisi Georgia. 
October 15, 2017 (online conversation), New York, NY, USA. 
